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Introduction

IF YOU SEARCH for “9/11 conspiracies” on the Google Video Web site, you 
can learn some shocking things. You can learn that there were no com-
mercial airplanes involved in the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks—
just drones and cruise missiles. You can link to Web sites that claim that 
the World Trade Center towers fell because bombs were secretly placed in 
their air ducts, not because planes, commercial or military, manned or not, 
crashed into them. You can watch documentary fi lms that allege that 9/11 
was an “inside job” perpetrated by the George W. Bush administration to 
justify its invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. If you look at the information 
on the most popular of these documentaries, called Loose Change, you will 
see that at least ten million people have already viewed it, and thirty-fi ve 
thousand of them have written reviews, giving it an average rating of four 
and a half out of fi ve stars.

These opinions may seem to belong on the fringe, but in fact mil-
lions of Americans hold them. Polls show that 36 percent of Americans 
think the Bush administration either planned the 9/11 attacks or knew that 
they were coming and did nothing to stop them. A majority of Americans 
between the ages of eighteen and twenty-nine believe these theories.1

In many ways, the popularity of 9/11 conspiracy theories is a mystery. 
What can explain this profound distrust of the U.S. government? Why, in 
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one of the world’s oldest constitutional democracies, would more than a 
third of the people believe that offi cials of their own government plotted to 
carry out terrorist attacks on U.S. soil to trick the people into war?

Here’s one reason: it has happened before.
In March 1962, at the height of the cold war, the U.S. Joint Chiefs 

of Staff presented Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara with a plan 
to deceive Americans into supporting a war on Fidel Castro’s Cuba. Their 
proposal: to conduct terrorist attacks in the United States and blame them 
on Castro in order to provide “pretexts” for “US military intervention in 
Cuba.” They wanted to develop “the international image of the Cuban 
government as rash and irresponsible, and as an alarming and unpredict-
able threat to the peace of the Western Hemisphere.”2

The military chiefs planned to explode bombs in U.S. cities, sink boat-
loads of Cuban refugees approaching U.S. shores, and gun down Cuban dis-
sidents in the United States. They even suggested blowing up John Glenn’s 
rocket during his historic fl ight as the fi rst American in space. In each case, 
the chiefs proposed to plant fake evidence that would frame Castro as the 
guilty party.

In their most fantastical plan, they planned to shoot down a civilian air-
liner. The chiefs plotted to load an airplane with unsuspecting passengers 
and then secretly divert it to Eglin Air Force Base in Florida. Meanwhile, a 
drone painted to look like the civilian aircraft would fl y across Cuba, where 
“Cubans” would shoot it down.3 The chiefs were so eager for war with 
Castro’s Cuba that they were willing to stage attacks on their own citizens 
to justify it.

There is no record of McNamara’s response, but three days later 
President John Kennedy bluntly told the chairman of the chiefs that he did 
not intend to invade Cuba anytime soon.4 “Operation Northwoods,” as the 
military dubbed the plot to confuse anyone who stumbled across it, never 
made it off the drawing board.

Forty years later, the Northwoods plans, which had been declassifi ed 
in the late 1990s, were featured in the opening scenes of Loose Change.5

Somewhat improbably, these decades-old historical documents popped up 
in books, movies, and on Web sites popular with skeptical twentysome-
things who were born some two decades after Kennedy rejected the chiefs’ 
plans. After September 11, conspiracy theorists saw in Northwoods the 
“precise template for the remote control and plane-switching theory that 
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is able to explain so many discrepant facts about 9/11—down to the fi nal 
detail of feigned cluelessness.”6 Others believed that it proved U.S. offi -
cials’ willingness to do anything to achieve their goals.7

In the wake of 9/11, the evidence of real government conspiracies from 
the past was used to support the conspiracy theories about the government 
of the present. To understand contemporary theories, we need to examine 
the history of proven government conspiracies, because for all their seem-
ing outlandishness, the successive generations of antigovernment conspir-
acy theorists since World War I have at least one thing in common: when 
they charge that the government has plotted, lied, and covered up, they’re 
often right.

A CONSPIRACY OCCURS when two or more people collude to abuse power 
or break the law. A conspiracy theory is a proposal about a conspiracy that 
may or may not be true; it has not yet been proven. Scholars refer to the 
tendency to see conspiracies everywhere as conspiracism, and this ten-
dency long ago spread from the margins into the main body of American 
political culture. Government offi cials, even presidents, sometimes propose 
conspiracy theories, giving offi cial sanction to the paranoid interpretation 
of history.

Americans have a special relationship to conspiracy theory. Because 
immigrants bring a new mix of religions and ethnicities and histories to 
their land, Americans have worried that their country is especially open—
and vulnerable—to alien subversion.8 Over the past two hundred years, 
frightened Americans have targeted Catholics, Masons, Mormons, and 
Jews because these native groups were allegedly guided by the instructions 
of an alien power. The historian Richard Hofstadter argued that there was 
a “paranoid style” in American politics, prompted in part by Americans’ 
need to defi ne themselves by casting out the “un-Americans.”9

Throughout the nation’s history, many Americans have particularly 
feared that their federal government would fall victim to one of these 
conspiracies—or become a tool of conspirators. As the historian David 
Brion Davis has said, “Americans have been curiously obsessed with the 
contingency of their experiment with freedom.”10 Ever since the nation’s 
founding, they have worried that the great instrument of the people’s will 
would be turned against them. The philosophers of early America knew 
their ancient history and their Shakespeare, and they were always looking 
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over their shoulder for potential Caesars. From the Illuminati scare of the 
late eighteenth century to rumors of a Catholic revolution in the nine-
teenth century, Americans feared that alien forces aimed to take over their 
government.

This book argues that American conspiracy theories underwent a 
fundamental transformation in the twentieth century. No longer were 
conspiracy theorists chiefl y concerned that alien forces were plotting to 
capture the federal government; instead, they proposed that the federal 
government itself was the conspirator. They feared the subversive poten-
tial of the swelling, secretive bureaucracies of the proto–national security 
state. In effect, the institutionalized secrecy of the modern U.S. govern-
ment inspired a new type of conspiracy theories. These theories argued 
that government offi cials lied to citizens, dragged the peaceable American 
people into foolish wars, and then spied on and oppressed the opponents 
of war.

Such portrayals were born out of a time when the federal government 
fi rst grew powerful enough to accomplish these nefarious goals. This book, 
therefore, traces the fear of conspiracies within the U.S. federal govern-
ment from the birth of the modern state in World War I to the current war 
on terror.

World War I was a watershed in the development of the U.S. govern-
ment: it marked the moment when the government gained the power to 
carry out real conspiracies against its citizens—and when it began to use 
that power. During the confl ict, the U.S. federal government drafted mil-
lions of its citizens, commandeered factories and railroads, and spied on 
and imprisoned dissidents. Through the newly established central bank, 
the president could control the ebb and fl ow of American money across 
the oceans to belligerent countries. The government criminalized dissent 
with the Espionage and Sedition Acts and encouraged Justice Department 
agents such as the young J. Edgar Hoover to hound antiwar radicals.11

Sinister forces in charge of the government could do a lot more damage in 
1918 than they could have done just a few years earlier; in fact, in the view 
of some conspiracists, the state was the sinister force.

The powers of the state continued to grow throughout the twenti-
eth century, especially after the cold war began. The fear of communist 
plots inspired the U.S. government to adopt the conspiratorial tactics of its 
enemy. Determined to combat this international communist conspiracy, 
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the CIA teamed up with the mafi a on murder plots, the FBI spied on civil 
rights leaders who it feared were secret communists, and President Richard 
Nixon took governing conspiracies to a new level by conspiring to use state 
power to punish his personal enemies, whom he saw as the nation’s ene-
mies. Paradoxically, the end of the cold war did not ease these worries but 
instead prompted many Americans to redirect their fears from the Soviets 
to their own government. This suspicion of the government continued 
to climb after 9/11, as President Bush’s attempts to centralize power in 
the presidency and his administration’s deceptions about the Iraq war led 
many Americans to believe him capable of the worst crimes imaginable.

Most conspiracy theories about the U.S. government focus on wartime 
decision making or tragic national events. Theorists have tried to explain 
what they saw as the inexplicable: why the U.S. started or joined a war, or 
why it suffered a catastrophe or sudden reversal. They saw the war deci-
sions as historical mysteries that American citizens needed to solve. Why, 
they wondered, did the United States join the Great War in 1917, after a 
majority of voters had reelected President Woodrow Wilson partly because 
he kept the country out of war? Why, in 1941, was the nation so woefully 
unprepared for the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor? Could the president 
have known the attack was coming—and decided to allow it to take place 
for his own diabolical reasons? Why did the United States, for a brief time 
the world’s only nuclear superpower, win World War II but then lose its 
atomic monopoly? Why, in 1963, could an American communist gun down 
the president in the middle of a major city in broad daylight? And, more 
recently, how could a handful of Arabs destroy the World Trade Center 
towers and crash a plane into the Pentagon?

In all of these cases, government offi cials took the conspiracy theory 
seriously enough to investigate it. Sometimes the offi cial storytellers 
rejected a conspiracy, as they did in the Kennedy assassination; sometimes 
they suggested a conspiracy, as when Bush administration offi cials implied 
that Iraq secretly gave the 9/11 terrorists the help they needed to carry 
out their attacks. When government offi cials proposed a conspiracy, they 
became conspiracy theorists.

The offi cials also became storytellers. Social scientists argue that by 
constructing narratives, we make sense of other people’s motives and 
behaviors; we can also begin to understand and cope with our own feelings 
and actions.12 “We tell ourselves stories in order to live,” the essayist Joan 
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Didion has said.13 Conspiracy theories are easy ways of telling complicated 
stories. Offi cial conspiracy theorists tell one story about an event; alterna-
tive conspiracy theorists doubt the stories told by public offi cials, and then, 
to make sense of the world, they tell their own.

The history of conspiracy theories is often the story of the struggle 
over the power to control the public’s perception of an event. Government 
offi cials try to control this narrative. President Wilson proclaimed that he 
was fi ghting a war to make the world safe for democracy; President Franklin 
Roosevelt insisted that the U.S. government had received no warning of an 
imminent Japanese attack on December 7, 1941. Conspiracy theorists chal-
lenge this offi cial story, proposing counternarratives to the government’s 
history of an event.

Early in the twentieth century, ordinary citizens found it diffi cult to 
distribute their alternative histories to a wide audience. Jacob Abrams, an 
anarchist who believed in a capitalists’ conspiracy behind U.S. interven-
tion in the Russian revolution, used a small printing press to publish his 
own antiwar leafl ets and urged his friends to toss them from the third 
fl oor of a Manhattan building onto the heads of surprised pedestrians. The 
government found the pamphlets to be seditious and put Abrams and his 
comrades in prison for their efforts.14

In the fi rst half of the twentieth century, American elites—men with 
cultural authority and access to the media—had more success in spreading 
their theories. Skeptical reporters wrote stories in newspapers opposed to 
the administration in power; revisionist historians found small presses will-
ing to publish their work. Most signifi cantly, members of Congress could 
launch an offi cial investigation of a conspiracy theory, usually when dif-
ferent parties controlled Congress and the presidency. Republican Senator 
Joseph McCarthy squared off against Democratic President Harry Truman; 
Democratic Senator Frank Church challenged Republican President Gerald 
Ford. Congressional investigators used their subpoena power to pry loose 
documents from a secretive White House. In these and other cases, mem-
bers of Congress investigated the alleged misdeeds of the president, while 
the president countered that the investigators were endangering the 
nation’s security by revealing its secrets. The two-party system, combined 
with the democratic checks and balances created by the Constitution, pro-
duced a dynamic that fed the conspiracist imagination, which sought to 
explain real or purported failures of American democracy.
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Although elites continued to confront the president throughout the 
twentieth century, by the 1960s ordinary citizens gained more power to 
challenge the secret actions of the national security state. With the pas-
sage of the Freedom of Information Act in 1966, all Americans were now 
empowered to examine previously classifi ed government documents—the 
raw materials of history—and construct their own alternative stories of 
events. In effect, information became more democratized, though offi cials 
still blacked out huge sections of documents and refused to let go of oth-
ers altogether. This governmental ambivalence about freedom of informa-
tion—releasing, say, a Northwoods memo, but keeping other documents 
secret—sometimes had the effect of frightening citizens rather than reas-
suring them.

Changes in the media also led to the dispersion of cultural authority 
to challenge the government’s narrative. Though fewer owners controlled 
newspapers and radio and television networks, conspiracy theorists found 
other media to spread their theories. Researchers of the John F. Kennedy 
assassination, for example, used grassroots citizen groups, guerrilla the-
ater troupes, and even pornographic magazines to tell other Americans 
about their theory that U.S. government offi cials—perhaps even the cur-
rent president—had conspired to kill President Kennedy. Hollywood was a 
powerful disseminator of conspiracy theories. Its community included JFK
director Oliver Stone and X-Files writer/producer Chris Carter, who could 
construct powerful visual arguments and expose millions to their counter-
narratives. The Internet further leveled the playing fi eld for proponents 
of alternative conspiracy theories. Anyone in the world could broadcast a 
personal theory to a potential audience of billions and form a virtual com-
munity with fellow skeptics. The Internet provided the Jacob Abramses of 
the twenty-fi rst century with the tallest building in the world.

This book traces successive generations of these modern skeptics of the 
government. It introduces senators from the heartland who believed that 
Wall Street fi nanciers had connived with treacherous agents in the White 
House to push an unwilling country into World War I. It recovers the story 
of the World War II admiral who believed that he had been scapegoated 
by an interventionist president who knew much more about the Japanese 
attack at Pearl Harbor than he was willing to say. It reconstructs the atmo-
sphere of fear in the country after the United States won World War II but 
lost its monopoly on the bomb.
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These stories of conspiracy often had surprising consequences. A 
Nobel Prize–winning scientist may have missed out on making his most 
important discovery because the conspiracy theorists at the FBI believed 
he threatened national security. This scientist then turned his genius to 
proving that other secret government agents had conspired to kill the 
president he believed was working for peace. A senator from the rural 
West, outraged over CIA domestic spying, was driven to try to expose 
the government’s lies of the past. This senator was the ultimate liberal—a 
proud believer in the tenet that a strong government could help its least 
advantaged citizens—yet his investigations inadvertently fueled antigov-
ernment anger by teaching millions of Americans to despise and distrust 
their elected offi cials.

The last two chapters introduce the swashbuckling journalist who dared 
to charge that the CIA allowed some of its anticommunist allies to bring 
drugs into the United States—and his dismissive colleagues in the press who 
forced him to pay a stiff price. Finally, these chapters link this history to the 
citizens of today who are trying to make sense of the war in Iraq, sometimes 
by discerning a pattern of treason behind offi cial failures and deceptions.

My goal is not to try to prove or disprove the conspiracy theories dis-
cussed in this book. Some are impossible to prove; others have been effec-
tively rebutted by experts.15 Instead, I examine why so many Americans 
believe that their government conspires against them, why more people 
believe this over time, and how real conspiracies by government offi cials 
have sparked these conspiracy theories about the government.

REAL ENEMIES MAKES three arguments about why modern Americans 
began to suspect their government of plotting against them. First, as the 
government grew, it gained the power to conspire against its citizens, and 
it soon began exercising that power. By the height of the cold war, govern-
ment agents had consorted with mobsters to kill a foreign leader, dropped 
hallucinogenic drugs into the drinks of unsuspecting Americans in ran-
dom bars, and considered launching fake terrorist attacks on Americans 
in the United States. Public offi cials had denied potentially life-saving 
treatment to African American men in medical experiments, sold arms 
to terrorists in return for American hostages, and faked documents to 
frame past presidents for crimes they had not committed. These offi cials 
justifi ed their conspiracies as a response to conspiracies supposedly plot-
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ted by un-American forces. “We’re up against an enemy, a conspiracy,” 
Richard Nixon told his aides once, as he devised one of his own plots.16

Later, as industrious congressmen and journalists revealed these actual 
conspiracies by the government, many Americans came to believe that 
the most outrageous conspiracy theories about the government could be 
plausible.

Second, many Americans developed alternative conspiracy theories in 
response to the offi cial conspiracy theories proposed by the government. 
Government agents in the modern era often found it convenient to pro-
mote some offi cially sanctioned conspiracy theories. They said that un-
American forces were working with the Germans (or the communists, or 
the terrorists) and that the U.S. government needed to take on more pow-
ers to control these domestic enemies.

In other words, government offi cials promoted a certain conspira-
cist style—a deep, pervasive fear of hidden plotters—but they wanted 
to maintain the power to construct these conspiracy theories themselves 
and quash those that did not serve offi cial interests. “Let us never tolerate 
outrageous conspiracy theories concerning the attacks of September the 
11th,” President Bush said on November 10, 2001, shortly before his own 
administration began spreading outrageous conspiracy theories concern-
ing September 11 and Saddam Hussein.17 This book examines the relation-
ship between offi cial conspiracy theories (bin Laden plotted with Saddam) 
and unoffi cial or alternative conspiracy theories (bin Laden plotted with, 
say, Dick Cheney).

Finally, the government’s efforts to spy on and harass dissenters con-
vinced many Americans that the government was out to get them. There 
were so many U.S. agents charged with stopping “sedition” in 1918 that 
they tripped over one another during their investigations. One former 
agent recalled that he would sometimes interview a suspect in a sedition 
case during World War I only to fi nd that “six or seven other government 
agencies had [already] been around to interview the party about the same 
matter.”18 In 1936, President Roosevelt formally gave the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation the power to monitor “subversive activities” in the United 
States in peacetime, and the FBI began to add agents and new powers. 
During the Roosevelt years, from 1933 to 1945, the FBI’s budget grew 
from $2.7 million to $45 million, and the number of special agents jumped 
from 266 to some 5,000.19
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During the cold war, the FBI started its domestic covert action pro-
grams, known by the acronym COINTELPRO, in which agents infi ltrated 
dissident groups and eventually tried to “expose, disrupt, misdirect, dis-
credit, or otherwise neutralize” them.20 The FBI did not just monitor these 
individuals, but tried to break up their marriages, “seed mistrust, sow mis-
information,” and provoke them to commit crimes so that they could be 
arrested.21 The FBI originally directed this program at American commu-
nists, but it soon expanded its defi nition of communism. By 1960, when 
the Communist Party counted about fi ve thousand members in the United 
States, the bureau maintained more than eighty times that number of fi les 
on “subversive” Americans at its headquarters, and FBI fi eld offi ces around 
the country collected even more.22

Not surprisingly, these surveillance and harassment programs aggra-
vated the antigovernment fears of many Americans. Strangely enough, these 
fears also served the bureau’s purposes. One purpose of COINTELPRO, 
according to an offi cial memo, was to “enhance the paranoia endemic in 
[dissident] circles” and convince activists that “there is an FBI agent behind 
every mailbox.”23 The agents believed that paranoid, divided dissident 
groups were easier to handle than purposeful, united dissident groups. In 
other words, the FBI conspired to create fear of conspiracy. And it suc-
ceeded. When the dissenters learned of these offi cial government programs 
to deny them their First Amendment rights, they felt that their long-time 
fears had been vindicated. As the poet Delmore Schwartz has said, even 
paranoids have real enemies.24

These government actions—the offi cial conspiracies, the offi cial con-
spiracy theories, and the attempts to quash alternative conspiracy theo-
ries—fueled the fears of dissenters. Government offi cials tried to control 
how the public interpreted events, sometimes lied about these events, and 
spied on and harassed those citizens who suggested different interpreta-
tions. Because of the countervailing tradition of openness in the U.S. gov-
ernment, some reporters and whistleblowers eventually revealed these 
conspiracies and domestic spying programs for all to see. But instead of 
being reassured by the process of revelation, skeptics were outraged—and 
afraid of what could come. They charged that other, as yet undiscovered 
secrets lay within the government’s darkest vaults.

Over four decades ago, Richard Hofstadter noted that conspiracy theo-
rists seem to follow the rules of logic until they suddenly make the “big 
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leap from the undeniable to the unbelievable.”25 Writing in the 1960s, he 
never could have imagined how the revelation of the real government con-
spiracies after Watergate and Iran-contra could terrify so many Americans 
into making that jump. Once they learned bizarre details of real govern-
ment conspiracies in the 1970s and 1980s, the critics leaped over the last 
remaining limits on their imaginations. By the dawn of the new millen-
nium, some believed that the government encouraged aliens to abduct and 
molest them, or that it was responsible for the spread of illegal drugs, or 
that government offi cials blew up the World Trade Center towers. And 
some of them believed all of those things at once.

WHO BELIEVES THESE alternative conspiracy theories? The tendency to 
believe in conspiracy theories transcends race, class, and even political ide-
ology. Black separatists often embrace conspiracy theories, and so do white 
supremacists. Right-wingers are receptive to conspiracy theories, but so, 
too, are leftists.26 Men love conspiracy theories, but women aren’t immune 
to their charms. Before the 1960s, most leading conspiracy theorists were 
men, but women began to play signifi cant roles as conspiracism became 
democratized with the John Kennedy assassination. Yet no one admits to 
being a conspiracy theorist. As the fi lmmaker Michael Moore has said, 
“I’m not into conspiracy theories, except the ones that are true or involve 
dentists.”27

Unlike Hofstadter, I do not try to psychoanalyze these theorists and 
determine which elements in American culture and history led them to 
become “paranoid.” I see these antigovernment conspiracy theories as 
an impulse, as an understandable response to conspiratorial government 
rhetoric and actions. But though the impulse behind conspiracy theories 
is often understandable, that does not mean that the conspiracy theories 
themselves are logical or free from internal contradictions. Conspiracists 
come to believe in their theories the way zealots believe in their religion: 
nothing can change their mind. When new evidence surfaces, or when 
experts insist that, say, towers can collapse if airplanes hit them and fi res 
burn hot enough, the conspiracy theorists dismiss the experts as blinded 
by their own preconceptions at best, or part of the conspiracy at worst.

Conspiracy theorists are not only rigid, but are also at times suscep-
tible to the arguments of charlatans who sense an opportunity to profi t 
from fear of conspiracy. A Jim Garrison, the New Orleans district attorney 
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who prosecuted a Louisiana businessman for plotting to kill John Kennedy, 
or a Joseph McCarthy, the demagogue who gave his name to an era, can 
sometimes manipulate their fears with surprising effectiveness and tragic 
results.

But most of the ordinary conspiracy theorists in these pages were not 
motivated by personal gain. On the contrary, most of them believed, in 
all sincerity, that their country faced an imminent and existential threat. 
They believed that they needed to act, and act quickly, to save America. The 
republic was always in peril, and they, personally, were the ones to save it.

These conspiracy theorists were authentic patriots, convinced that 
they needed to do what they did for the sake of the country. The offi cial 
conspiracy theorists always justifi ed their surveillance by linking domes-
tic dissidents with foreign plotters. They said that they needed to spy on 
these citizens because these Americans took their orders from the nation’s 
enemies. The dissidents were un-American.

The dissidents, on the other hand, maintained that they were the true 
patriots who were defending their country from un-American forces. From 
those who decried a war fought on the “command of gold” in 1917 to the 
anti-Bush activists of the twenty-fi rst century, they believed that their 
country would perish without their efforts to fi nd the Truth. “I wouldn’t 
be a patriot if I didn’t try to prove the government’s story is preposter-
ous,” said Barbara Honegger, a former Reagan administration offi cial and 
a member of the 9/11 Truth movement.28 This is the story of the patriots 
in the government and the patriots who distrust the government, and how 
they have combined to create an escalating spiral of fear.



1
The Consent of the People: 

Presidential Secrecy and the 

First World War

IN JUNE 1918, federal agents invaded the plant of a small Washington, D.C., 
publisher, searching for the printing plates for a book that promoted “sedi-
tious” ideas. Why Your Country Is at War and What Happens to You After 
the War charged that a cabal of bankers and public offi cials had manipulated 
the country into joining the Great War in Europe. The author, a former 
Congressman from Minnesota named Charles A. Lindbergh Sr., claimed 
that he had discovered the real truth about the war. “I believe that I have 
proved,” he argued, “that a certain ‘inner circle,’ without offi cial authority 
and for selfi sh purposes, adroitly maneuvered things to … make it practi-
cally certain that some of the belligerents would violate our international 
rights and bring us to war with them.”1

In the federal government’s view, those words endangered the republic. 
On the orders of the attorney general of the United States, A. Mitchell Palmer, 
the government agents found the plates and smashed them. For good mea-
sure, they also destroyed the plates for Lindbergh’s earlier book, published in 
1913, which decried the subversion of the republic by the “money trust.”2

While the content of Lindbergh’s books refl ected the demonology of 
the nineteenth century—the “money sharks” and the Catholics—the treat-
ment they received foreshadowed the defi ning villain of the twentieth. The 
destruction of Congressman Lindbergh’s books marked a turning point in 
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the development of the U.S. federal government and of conspiracy theo-
ries about the government. When Lindbergh published his fi rst book about 
the “money power” conspiracy that supposedly controlled the country, the 
federal government had neither the budget nor the inclination to view him 
as anything but a crank. The total federal budget was less than  $1 billion. 
The fl edgling federal police force, the Bureau of Investigation, had fewer 
than one hundred agents and no responsibility for suppressing dissent. 
And most American conspiracy theorists did not concern themselves with 
government crimes. Like Lindbergh, they worried about the money power 
or the Jews or the Catholics or the Masons, but not the government. It 
simply was not big or strong enough to merit their fear.

But just fi ve years later, in 1918, the federal government controlled an 
almost $13 billion budget, employed more than eight hundred thousand 
civilian workers, and included several agencies charged with countering 
subversion.3 Under the Sedition Act of 1918, public offi cials gained the 
power to arrest anyone who uttered or printed any “disloyal, profane, scur-
rilous, contemptuous, or abusive language” about the government—anyone 
who dissented, in other words, from the war effort. Empowered by the 
Sedition Act and its predecessor, the Espionage Act, government offi cials 
also destroyed books that challenged the offi cial explanations for entering 
the war. In the process, these federal agents elevated Charles Lindbergh 
from harmless critic to Enemy of the State.

As the government defi ned conspiracy theorists like Lindbergh as the 
enemy, conspiracy theorists responded by redefi ning their enemy. Some 
Americans had worried for decades that malign forces might take over the 
government. Now, with the birth of the modern state, they worried that 
the government itself might be the most dangerous force of all.

The government could draft men to fi ght an unpopular war, imprison 
its most vocal opponents, and suppress the writings of dissidents. The locus of 
power had begun to shift, and American fears shifted along with it. Conspiracy 
theorists like Lindbergh now had some real enemies to worry about.

For the next twenty years, Americans would continue to debate the 
reasons for their nation’s participation in the Great War and argue over 
whether it was fought for freedom or gold, for self-determination or 
England, for democracy or the narrow interests of a selfi sh inner circle.

For the rest of the twentieth century and into the next, they would 
continue to challenge, and to fear, the proto–national security state born 
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of the war. In the end, World War I skeptics came to believe that it was the 
U.S. state itself—the expansive, militarized, twentieth-century state that 
emerged from the war—that truly imperiled the American republic.

WHEN THEY BEGAN examining the offi cial government explanations of 
the Great War, many conspiracy theorists found it strange that Americans 
had marched off to join a European war in 1917. After all, when the war 
exploded across Europe back in 1914, almost no one, not even the bellicose 
Theodore Roosevelt, thought that the United States should fi ght.4 President 
Woodrow Wilson proclaimed that the confl ict was “one with which we have 
nothing to do, whose causes cannot touch us.”5 To many Americans at the 
time, the war seemed to provide proof of the folly and destructiveness of 
the Old World and the superiority of the New. As the president explained, 
future generations would see the United States as “blessed among the 
nations” because it worked for peace and stayed above the fray.6 In his ideal 
world, Americans were “too proud to fi ght” the wars of Europe.7

But if the United States was too proud to fi ght in the war, it was not 
too proud to trade with both sides. Indeed, in the newly globalized world 
of the early twentieth century, the U.S. economy depended on trade with 
other industrialized nations for continued growth. The world had become 
so interconnected that “there was hardly a village or town anywhere on 
the globe whose prices were not infl uenced by distant foreign markets,” 
according to historians of globalization. In this era of the “fi rst great glob-
alization boom,” American wages, commodity prices, and infrastructure 
expansion—in sum, the health of the economy as a whole—were deter-
mined by the infl ux of foreign labor and capital.8

In theory, U.S. policy allowed both sides in the war to buy arms and 
food and manufactured goods from American companies. But the British 
blockade of Germany prevented American ships from trading with the 
Central Powers, and soon the “neutral” United States found itself effec-
tively aligned with the Triple Entente of Britain, France, and Russia. This 
was especially true after late summer 1915, when Wilson quietly lifted 
restrictions on loaning money to countries at war. From 1915 to 1917, 
U.S. banks loaned $2.5 billion to the Entente, but less than one-tenth that 
amount to the Central Powers. By 1916, the United States was selling more 
than $3 billion in goods every year to Britain and France, but doing only 
$1 million a year in business with Austria-Hungary and Germany.9
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This growing economic interest in an Allied victory was reinforced by 
a sentimental one: many American elites greatly admired the English. Top 
government offi cials, key bankers in New York, and even the president 
himself seemed from the start to hope secretly for a British victory, despite 
their offi cially neutral rhetoric.10 The British claims of German atrocities in 
Belgium, later shown to be greatly exaggerated, deeply affected the presi-
dent, whose eyes fi lled with tears when he discussed them with the British 
ambassador.11 Most Wall Street banks, including the House of Morgan, 
which served as the British purchasing agent during the war, desperately 
wanted the Allies to win. “Our fi rm had never for one moment been neu-
tral; we didn’t know how to be,” said Morgan’s Thomas Lamont after the 
war. “From the very start we did everything we could to contribute to the 
cause of the Allies.”12

As American ships transported arms and goods to the Allies, the United 
States was sucked into the vortex of the confl ict. To combat the blockade, 
the Germans began to sink ships headed to the ports of their enemies, 
including passenger liners that might be carrying weapons. In 1915, a 
German submarine sank the luxury liner Lusitania, killing more than one 
thousand passengers, including 128 Americans. The United States vigor-
ously protested the sinking—too vigorously for Secretary of State William 
Jennings Bryan, who quit over what he regarded as President Wilson’s 
provocative policies. The Germans ultimately promised to be more judi-
cious about their targets, and the United States avoided joining the war 
for two more years. In 1916, Wilson ran for reelection with the slogan “He 
Kept Us Out of War.”

But in the winter of 1917, as the Germans made an all-out push for 
victory, the U-boats renewed their program of unrestricted submarine 
warfare. While the Wilson administration struggled to decide how to 
respond to the attacks on American ships, German Foreign Minister Alfred 
Zimmermann sent a coded telegram to Mexico urging the revolutionary 
government there to consider an alliance with Germany in exchange for 
a huge chunk of the southwestern United States. When the British inter-
cepted and decrypted the Zimmermann telegram and triumphantly pre-
sented it to U.S. offi cials, Wilson decided that the time had come for the 
United States to enter the confl ict.

But many Americans still agreed with the president’s original view, that 
the United States should never descend to the European level of barbarism. 



The Consent of the People  •  17

When the president asked Congress to pass a law giving him the power to 
arm American merchant ships against submarines, a group of eight senators 
fi libustered the bill to death in a marathon twenty-six-hour fl oor session. 
Wilson remarked angrily that a “little group of willful men” had hijacked 
U.S. foreign policy.13 The senators argued that they were defending the 
Constitution against executive tyranny. “Under this bill the President can 
do anything; his power is absolutely limitless,” said Senator George Norris 
of Nebraska. “This, in effect, is an amendment of the Constitution, an ille-
gal amendment. We are abdicating, we are surrendering our authority.”14

Norris refused to surrender his authority, but Wilson took it anyway. The 
president declared that the Constitution already gave him the power to 
arm the ships, and he quickly issued orders allowing American gun crews 
to shoot German submarines on sight in war zones.15

In April 1917, Wilson took the next step and asked Congress to declare 
war. Some antiwar senators continued to insist that bankers and indus-
trialists with investments in Britain were forcing the United States into 
a pointless bloodbath. Using a phrase that later became famous, Senator 
Norris eloquently explained his vote against intervention. “We are going 
into war upon the command of gold,” he said. “I feel that we are about to 
put the dollar sign upon the American fl ag.”16 Norris lost his battle in 1917, 
but his words would be revived and revered two decades later.

The six senators and fi fty representatives who voted against the war 
represented a substantial minority of Americans who opposed interven-
tion and distrusted the Wilson administration from the start. Some of 
these Americans opposed the war because they had relatives in Germany 
or their ancestors had come from Germany, or because they deplored the 
brutality of the British suppression of the Irish revolution.

Many antiwar Americans, though, saw the confl ict through the lens of 
populism. The People’s Party of the 1890s had mobilized the farmers of the 
South and Midwest to fi ght the predatory practices of eastern and British 
railroads and banks. At times, the Populists had used conspiracist language—
sometimes overtly anti-Semitic or Anglophobic—to attack the “secret cabals 
of the international gold ring.”17 Many midwesterners and southerners saw 
U.S. military intervention as yet another case where the government lis-
tened to the command of gold, not the needs of the people.18

Once the United States entered the war, the government embarked 
on a massive campaign to manufacture support and eradicate dissent. Just 
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as Senator Norris had feared, the presidency took on expansive powers as 
executive agencies proliferated. The executive branch gained the author-
ity to control the newspapers, take over the railroads, set wages, and even 
move the hands of the clock with the beginning of Daylight Saving Time. 
Above all, with the fi rst comprehensive draft in U.S. history, the govern-
ment secured the power to pluck reluctant farmers out of their cornfi elds 
and dispatch them to the killing fi elds of France. No wonder the antiwar 
senators trembled: the traditionally small federal government was extend-
ing its reach into the lives of every American.

President Wilson assured Americans that the war was worth all their 
sacrifi ces: it was no mean struggle for “conquest and domination,” but a 
crusade to “make the world safe for democracy.” In his Fourteen Points 
he laid out the principled aims for this “culminating and fi nal war for 
human liberty,” including self-determination and the end of secret deals 
between imperialistic nations. In the postwar world, there would be “open 
covenants of peace, openly arrived at,” which guaranteed all people justice, 
equality, liberty, and safety. “The day of conquest and aggrandizement is 
gone by; so is also the day of secret covenants entered into in the interest 
of particular governments,” he pledged. He would not ask Americans “to 
continue this tragical and appalling outpouring of blood and treasure” for 
anything less.19

For the Americans who questioned the president’s idealistic rhetoric, 
the Wilson administration launched an unprecedented propaganda effort 
to convince them of the justice of the Allied cause and of the evils of both 
the “Hun” abroad and war resisters at home. The director of the propa-
ganda campaign, George Creel, saw it as his duty to “bring home the truths 
of this great war to every man, woman, and child in the United States, so 
that they might understand that it was a just war, a holy war, and a war 
in self-defense.”20 Americans encountered government posters in subways 
and on street corners, government advertisements in their magazines, and 
government pamphlets in their post offi ces and schools.

These posters and pamphlets had one purpose: to spread the offi cial 
conspiracy theory set forth by the Wilson administration. According to 
this theory, the Germans started the war as part of a plot to conquer inno-
cent nations. The “military masters” of Germany, Wilson said, planned to 
“throw a belt of German military power and political control across the 
very center of Europe and beyond the Mediterranean into the heart of 
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Asia.” The German Empire was a “sinister power” that had “stretched its 
ugly talons out and drawn blood from us.”21

Even worse, this “sinister power” received help from people within the 
United States, according to the offi cial conspiracy theorists. Wilson pro-
claimed that Germany “fi lled our unsuspecting communities and even our 
offi ces of government with spies and set criminal intrigues everywhere 
afoot against our national unity of counsel, our peace within and without, 
our industries and our commerce.”22 In Wilson’s view, some naturalized 
Americans had poured the “poison of disloyalty” into the nation’s arter-
ies.23 The administration knew how to respond to these traitors. “If there 
should be disloyalty,” the president said as the nation entered the war, “it 
will be dealt with with a fi rm hand of stern repression.”24

This hand of repression came down hard on American dissidents. With 
the Espionage and Sedition Acts, the U.S. government outlawed criticism of 
the government, the president, and the war effort, thus effectively crimi-
nalizing opposition to the war. When Jacob Abrams printed antiwar leafl ets 
and his friends tossed them from a Manhattan building, government offi -
cials arrested them for sedition. In their pamphlets, the radicals charged that 
President Wilson had “hypnotized the people of America to such an extent 
that they do not see his hypocrisy.”25 For their criticism of their govern-
ment, they received prison terms and a place in history as defendants in 
a famous Supreme Court case, Abrams v. United States. Despite an elo-
quent dissent by Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, the Court upheld their 
convictions in 1919. The government also charged hundreds of other war 
opponents with sedition: the socialist leader Eugene V. Debs went to jail for 
saying the war was being fought by the poor for the rich; another man was 
indicted for proclaiming that the war was “a Morgan war and not a war of 
the people.”26 Twenty years later, millions of Americans would agree with 
that statement, but in 1918 public support for it could land one in prison.

At the Department of Justice, a young former librarian named J. Edgar 
Hoover began tracking enemy aliens and dissenters. Hoover started by 
targeting German Americans but moved smoothly to surveillance and 
harassment of communists after the war. In 1919, he would set up an index 
card system that catalogued every suspected subversive person, group, and 
publication in the country; by 1921, he had 450,000 cards.27 Hoover and 
his domestic surveillance system would continue to haunt American dis-
sidents for over fi ve decades.
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The expanding security state worked in tandem with extralegal soci-
eties of superpatriots to keep dissenters in line. As Attorney General 
Thomas W. Gregory explained, antiwar Americans should ask God for 
mercy, “for they need expect none from an outraged people and an aveng-
ing Government.”28 Taught by their government that opposition to the 
war was both illegal and immoral, many pro-war Americans turned with 
fury on dissenters.

Two of the most extreme examples of vigilantism occurred in Minnesota 
and Montana. When former congressman Charles Lindbergh ran for gov-
ernor of Minnesota in 1918, his supporters were shocked by the vehe-
mence and the violence of the campaign against him. During his repeated 
attempts to deliver an antiwar message to throngs of potential voters, fren-
zied mobs pelted him with eggs and vegetables and drowned his speeches 
in boos and jeers. As his teenage son, also named Charles, waited anxiously 
by the family car to drive his father to the next campaign stop, vigilantes 
hanged the candidate in effi gy, turned fi re hoses on his supporters, and shot 
at him as he leaped into his car and sped away. On one occasion, his cam-
paign was forced to retreat to Iowa, which, Congressman Lindbergh said, 
“is still part of the United States and where free speech still prevails.”29

Lindbergh lost the election, but at least he escaped with his life. Other 
opponents of the war were not so lucky. In wartime Montana, some citizens 
were infuriated when the federal prosecutor there refused to bring charges 
of espionage against the anarchist leader Frank Little, who had criticized 
the government and the war effort. The prosecutor, a young lawyer named 
Burton K. Wheeler, insisted that Little’s antiwar speeches were not against 
the law, however objectionable the local community found them.

Montanans were even more anxious, intolerant, and polarized than 
Minnesotans. The powerful mining companies that controlled politics in the 
state supported the war, but thousands of local immigrant workers, who were 
subject to the draft even though they were not yet citizens, opposed both the 
war and the copper companies’ brutal union busting. The strength of oppo-
sition to the war caused some citizens to imagine German conspiracies in 
Montana, six thousand miles from the fi ghting. Residents reported seeing 
German spies on the streets of Helena, bomb-toting German saboteurs deep 
in the mines, German wireless communication stations high in the Bitterroot 
Mountains, and spectral German “airships” in the big Montana sky.30
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After draft riots rocked Butte, pro-war Montanans organized vigilante 
groups to force dissenters to buy war bonds and perform public acts of 
patriotism such as kissing the fl ag. Resisters were tarred and feathered, 
beaten, and lynched. The day after Wheeler’s decision not to bring charges 
against Frank Little, six men dragged the union leader from his bed and 
hanged him from a railroad trestle.31

The vice president of the United States praised the lynch mob—the 
hanging had a “salutary effect,” Thomas Marshall proclaimed—but 
Wheeler learned a different lesson. Like Congressman Lindbergh and his 
son, Wheeler had seen fi rsthand that war hysteria could cause Americans 
to become “unpatriotic, lawless, and inhuman.”32 Fearing a repeat of the 
wartime hysteria, Wheeler and Charles Lindbergh Jr. would fi ght bitterly 
against U.S. intervention in the next world war.

The opponents of vigilantism during the Great War were shocked 
to discover that Americans were capable of perpetrating these outrages 
against civil liberties and human life. But one aspect of the vigilantism 
outraged these nascent civil libertarians more than anything else: the fed-
eral government itself, they believed, had deliberately fanned the fl ames of 
irrational fear and thereby encouraged the violence.

The government’s responsibility for this assault on constitutional rights 
was horrifying to many Americans. As the historian Charles Beard later 
wrote, “Never before had American citizens realized how thoroughly, how 
irresistibly a modern government could impose its ideas upon the whole 
nation and, under a barrage of publicity, stifl e dissent with declarations, 
assertions, offi cial versions, and reiteration.”33 Americans realized that their 
government could not only suppress dissent: it could also control the terms 
of debate.

The Wilson administration had set forth a narrative of the war, featur-
ing sinister Germans, democratic war aims, and noble allies. It had sup-
pressed, censored, spied on, and jailed anyone who attempted to present a 
different story about the war. Over the next decade, some citizens’ anger 
at the government’s manipulation of public opinion slowly evolved into 
profound doubt about the government’s truthfulness and trustworthiness. 
As more Americans grew suspicious of the government’s offi cial history of 
the confl ict, they resolved to fi nd the “real reasons” for U.S. intervention 
and to expose the lies and evasions of wartime leaders.
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LIKE MANY OF HIS generation of historians, the leading historical revi-
sionist of the Great War began his career as a propagandist for the U.S. 
government. Harry Elmer Barnes, who received his Ph.D. from Columbia 
University in 1918, had been among the many scholars who volunteered 
to write anti-German propaganda for the government and for pro-war 
organizations.34 These historians produced syllabi for schools, explanatory 
pamphlets, and a “war cyclopedia” that contained cross-referenced entries 
such as “rumors, malicious and disloyal” and “German government, bad 
faith of.”35 Barnes was among the most enthusiastic of these propagandists, 
searching German history for examples of the evils of German society and 
the virtues of the Allied cause.36

Two years after the end of the war, Barnes read a disturbing article 
in the American Historical Review by Professor Sidney Fay. The essay, 
titled “New Light on the Origins of the World War,” questioned whether 
the Germans deserved the blame for the war. As he devoured Fay’s article, 
Barnes discovered that his propaganda articles had been wrong. He learned 
that the Germans were not directly responsible for “all the loss and dam-
age” of the war, as the Versailles Treaty had claimed. The German leaders 
were at times clumsy or stupid, but they were not the insidious Huns of 
Allied propaganda.37

Barnes soon exchanged one set of villains for another. If the Germans 
were not criminals plotting war, then perhaps the real criminals had escaped 
detection. Determined to fi nd the true conspirators behind U.S. entry into 
what he saw as a pointless war, Barnes sparked a wave of revisionism on 
the causes of U.S. intervention. Reviving the arguments of the peace move-
ment of 1917, he helped to mold a generation of alienated intellectuals and 
activists who found deception, incompetence, and conspiracy in the foreign 
policy of Woodrow Wilson’s administration.

Revisionist historians like Barnes were able to write their alterna-
tive histories of the war thanks to the revolutionaries in Russia, who had 
thrown open the doors of the czar’s secret archives. Giddy with power and 
determined to prove Lenin right, the triumphant revolutionaries allowed 
Western scholars to mine their archives for copies of the secret treaties of 
the Allies. These treaties outlined the Allies’ plans for gobbling up parts of 
Eastern Europe after the war. The Moscow papers showed that the British 
and French were at least partly guilty of the charge that their war aims 
were based on selfi shness and greed.
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Yet Wilson had claimed that the war was fought for democracy, self-
determination, and open covenants. To Barnes, Wilson’s grand statements 
were “the grossest form of compensatory, if partially sub-conscious, hypoc-
risy to assuage him for his unpleasant knowledge of the Secret Treaties.”38

The president had lied to him, Barnes believed, and had manipulated him 
and his fellow historians into producing provably false and misleading 
propaganda.

Regretting his part in helping the government create the myth of the 
“black devilishness of the Central Powers and the lamb-like innocence of 
the Entente,” Barnes and other disillusioned propagandists set out to revise 
the world’s understanding of the causes of the war.39 A torrent of books 
and articles challenged earlier interpretations.40 Every year, new books 
expanded on the revisionists’ arguments: Austria-Hungary was justifi ed 
in declaring war on Serbia; the Germans had not committed atrocities in 
Belgium; if any one nation deserved blame for the war, it was Russia, not 
Germany or Austria-Hungary.

As the revisionists examined German guilt, they began to question the 
truthfulness of the U.S. government. If in fact the Germans had not started 
the war and committed war crimes, they reasoned, then the United States 
had no reason to wage war against them. By the mid-1920s, Americans 
were publishing a fl ood of revisionist writings on U.S. entry into the war. 
Barnes’s Genesis of the World War and In Quest of Truth and Justice,
Frederick Bausman’s Facing Europe, and C. Hartley Grattan’s Why We 
Fought sought to discover why the United States had made what these 
writers saw as a colossal mistake. These historians all posed the same ques-
tion: Why, given initial resistance to joining the war, had the people of 
the United States been pushed into what Barnes called an “unmitigated 
disaster”?41

The earliest revisionist works posited three answers, all of which empha-
sized the power of wicked individuals. First, they revived the arguments of 
Norris, Lindbergh, and the Populists to decry the infl uence of a few pow-
erful bankers and industrialists over U.S. policy. Norris, they decided, was 
right: the war had been fought on the “command of gold.” Barnes summed 
up this view in 1924: “We did not actually go into the World War to protect 
ourselves from imminent German invasion, or to make the world safe for 
democracy, but to protect our investment in Allied bonds.”42 The United 
States, wrote John Kenneth Turner in his 1922 book Shall It Be Again?
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“is a fi nancial oligarchy,” with the president a mere servant of the money 
power.43 The “money power,” of course, referred to bankers, but sometimes 
the revisionists confl ated “the bankers” with “big business.” According to 
this argument, the arms makers, particularly the Du Pont family, and the 
big bankers, particularly the House of Morgan, worked together to ensure 
that their demand for profi ts trumped the American people’s innate desire 
for peace.

Second, the revisionists blamed a handful of English offi cials for “poi-
soning” American public opinion. In their view, some wily English propa-
gandists had cleverly prepared the United States for the war by spreading 
a distorted view of German actions. The propagandists themselves pro-
vided evidence for this argument by bragging about their enormous infl u-
ence. Sir Gilbert Parker, the chief British propagandist in the United States, 
boasted in a Harper’s article in 1918 that his prewar activities had been 
“very extensive” and hugely successful.44 In singling out men like Parker 
for calumny, the revisionists drew on a strong tradition of American 
Anglophobia. Many working-class and rural Americans had a long list 
of grievances against the English: they were snooty; they were imperi-
alistic; and, before the war at least, they owned a lot of the loans held by 
Americans. In the Midwest, where admiration for England smacked of elit-
ism and pretension and just plain un-Americanism, many residents found 
it easy to believe that Englishmen had stacked the deck against them.

Finally, the revisionists blamed the evil individuals who worked in the 
executive branch and exercised power over the president. Just who, they 
wanted to know, had convinced President Wilson to abandon his earlier, 
wiser policy of neutrality? Which individuals had colluded with the eco-
nomic royalists to change his weak mind? Increasingly, they pointed the 
fi nger of blame at two Wilson aides who, the revisionists believed, had 
an unusual and ultimately un-American affection for British aristocrats. 
In the revisionists’ view, these two men had singlehandedly changed the 
course of history.

THE PRIMARY “ANGLOMANIACS” in the Wilson administration, in the 
view of Barnes and other critics, were the president’s closest friend and 
adviser, Col. Edward House, and his ambassador to Great Britain, Walter 
Hines Page. The revisionists had some diffi culty deciding which man was 
more diabolical. Page was clearly more biased than House toward Britain, 
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but House had more infl uence over the president, at least for a time. Both 
men had been seen as pro-English during the war, but their attempts to aid 
Britain were not fully exposed until they began to boast of them in their 
memoirs. The fi rst volume of Page’s autobiography was released in 1922, 
and House’s own multivolume account reached the public beginning in 
1926. These self-serving memoirs ironically became the primary source 
material for the two men’s harshest critics.

Colonel House was a natural villain for conspiracy theorists. The 
“colonel” had never actually seen battle or served in the military, but had 
received his honorary title from one of the many grateful Texas politi-
cians he had helped to put into power. He never held political offi ce, or ran 
for offi ce, or even held any offi cial governmental post. He wrote a uto-
pian novel in which a hero suspiciously similar to himself overthrew the 
U.S. government and appointed himself dictator. Yet this shadowy man of 
apparent authoritarian proclivities became one of President Wilson’s most 
important advisers.45

When the colonel fi rst met Wilson in 1911, he was already known as 
the political mastermind behind four successive governors in his home state 
of Texas. House was a Democrat, as were all politically ambitious Texans 
in the early twentieth century, and eager to fi nd a candidate for president 
who was deserving of his support and capable of winning. A sickly man 
with no identifi able illness, House liked to hover in the background and 
exercise power through other men. He arranged to meet the rising star 
from New Jersey who had the best chance of winning the White House 
for the Democrats. For his part, Wilson was pleased to win the support of 
the fabulously wealthy donor who had a reputation as a political fi xer. The 
men liked each other from the start. “We found ourselves in such complete 
sympathy, in so many ways,” the colonel remembered later, “that we soon 
learned to know what each was thinking without either having expressed 
himself.”46

Once Wilson took offi ce in 1913, House became his top adviser and 
controlled access to him. He decided who could see the president, whose 
requests were passed along to him, and who received jobs in the admin-
istration. The colonel believed that it was his duty to “offset the criticism 
and lighten the burden of detail that weighs upon every President.”47 Yet 
he refused to take a formal post or draw a government salary. The lack of 
an offi cial title only added to House’s air of mystery.
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Although he advised Wilson on virtually every issue, his main respon-
sibility lay in foreign policy. Beginning in 1913, the president directed 
House to make several peacemaking trips to Europe. During his sojourns 
in England and Germany, House grew convinced that the United States 
needed to enter the war and ensure victory for the Allies. In one of his 
most deceptive and convoluted maneuvers, he tried to persuade Wilson 
to offer an ultimatum to the kaiser in 1916. Either the Germans agreed to 
attend a peace conference, House suggested, or the United States would 
join the war. But Wilson insisted on softening the ultimatum’s language, 
and the British lost interest in the proposal.48 House’s infl uence with the 
president was clearly on the wane.49

But House thought that he had tremendous power. At times, he seemed 
to claim an almost demonic infl uence over the president. “I was like a dis-
embodied spirit seeking a corporeal form,” he wrote in his memoirs. “I 
found my opportunity in Woodrow Wilson.”50

Reviewers of his memoirs accepted at face value House’s claims of 
omnipotence. “Wilson relied on House alone, and in everything,” declared 
a writer for the Saturday Evening Post, an admirer and defender of the 
colonel.51 House’s critics also emphasized his power over Wilson, but they 
cast him more as Rasputin than Talleyrand. Oswald Garrison Villard, the 
publisher of the Nation, read House’s memoirs with increasing amaze-
ment. He was appalled by “the trickery, the insincerity, the double-dealing, 
the hypocrisy” displayed by the colonel, not to mention his “supernatural, 
not to say diabolical, cleverness.”52 House’s belated claim of authorship 
of his 1913 novel, Philip Dru: Administrator, which had been credited to 
“anonymous,” only confi rmed his critics’ suspicions. In its endorsement 
of a military coup by a benevolent dictator, House’s book did not reassure 
those who were concerned about his possible subversion of democracy.

Hatred of Colonel House performed a useful function for the war’s 
opponents. If he was to blame for the war, then the way to avoid future 
wars was simple: expose and remove wicked advisers like the colonel. When 
he died in 1938, some anti-interventionists seemed to hold him personally 
responsible for all the American lives lost in 1917 and 1918. “The American 
people to the last man and woman,” wrote Villard in the Nation, “ought 
to be told again how Colonel House’s activities helped to bring on war in 
1917 and how the fate of their children may still be settled by two or three 
men in and out of offi ce.”53 Villard neatly triggered historical American 
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anxieties—an inner circle was trying to subvert the republic and institute 
dictatorship—and provided a solution to them at the same time. By blam-
ing these “two or three men,” Villard granted himself more control over an 
increasingly frightening world situation. Expose the handful of evil men in 
Washington, he implied, and we can avoid a second great war.

The only man in the Wilson administration more odious than House, 
in the view of the revisionists, was the American ambassador to Britain, 
Walter Page. Like House, Page used his memoirs to reveal the extent of his 
infl uence on Wilson’s decision to go to war. In Page’s telling, Wilson’s State 
Department had been willfully blind to the clear moral superiority of the 
“sacred cause” of the Allies in the early years of the war. As Wilson’s repre-
sentative in London, Page had worked to moderate what he saw as his gov-
ernment’s unnecessarily hostile stance toward the British, who, he believed, 
should be supported because they were democratic and racially pure. In one 
case, a State Department missive protesting British violations of American 
rights had lacked the tenor that he thought Anglo-Saxons should use when 
communicating with their equals. “There is nothing in its tone,” he com-
plained to Colonel House, proving “that it came from an American to an 
Englishman: it might have been from a Hottentot to a Fiji Islander.”54

Outraged by this disrespect toward fellow Anglo-Saxons, Page worked 
assiduously to signal to the British that the State Department did not rep-
resent real U.S. interests. The most fl agrant example of Page’s preference 
for the English appeared in the memoirs of his close friend, British Foreign 
Secretary Sir Edward Grey. In Grey’s account, Page came to him one day 
with a State Department demand that the British stop seizing American 
ships. “I am instructed to read this dispatch to you,” Page explained. After 
performing his offi cial duty, Page then said, “I have now read the dispatch, 
but I do not agree with it; let us consider how it should be answered.” 
When the story became public in 1925, the New York Times editorialized 
that Page’s decision to undermine his own government set a “demoral-
izing and disastrous” precedent.55 Revisionists went further. Page, wrote 
C. Hartley Grattan, was a latter-day Benedict Arnold.56

According to his critics, Page had subverted the peaceable members 
of the Wilson administration—and the will of the American public—by 
manipulating the president into war. Without Page and his “virulent pro-
English attitude,” Harry Barnes contended, “the story of American foreign 
policy from 1914–1919 would have been far different from what it was.”57
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In Barnes’s view, Page was an unelected fi gure whose access to power had 
world-changing consequences. Barnes was propagating a classic conspira-
cist view of historical causation. In a mirror image of Wilson’s denuncia-
tion of antiwar senators as “a little group of willful men,” Barnes believed 
that a different but equally insidious group had dragged a reluctant coun-
try into an unnecessary war.

By the end of the 1920s, the skeptics’ theory of the reasons for U.S. entry 
had assumed its broad outlines. They believed that they had uncovered sev-
eral “truths”: the American people had not wanted to enter the war; certain 
“interests” had subverted their democratic preferences; and these interests 
included bankers and Anglophile presidential aides. At this point, these theo-
ries were standard fare for American conspiracists. The theories about House 
and Page were reminiscent of earlier fears of evil advisers like the Illuminati, 
or the secret brotherhood that allegedly controlled the world, insinuating 
themselves into the president’s inner circle. In fact, some later theorists 
would charge that House was a key agent of the Illuminati conspiracy.58

In the 1930s, though, as the size of the government mushroomed dur-
ing the New Deal and as another world war loomed, American conspiracy 
theorists would shift their sights from individual targets to more systemic 
and institutional ones. Domestic and international crises suddenly pro-
vided the opportunity for one of the most radical and extensive investiga-
tions of a war decision in the nation’s history. In 1934, the Senate voted to 
begin a probe that would raise searching questions about the reasons for 
intervention in the previous war. With the Senate Munitions Inquiry, the 
skeptics of the Great War would eventually focus on a modern enemy: the 
expanding powers of the presidency.

FOR YEARS PACIFISTS and socialists had been calling without success for an 
investigation of war and war profi ts. But as the world lurched toward war 
in the 1930s, the question of U.S. involvement in a foreign war suddenly 
seemed urgent to many Americans. Japan invaded Manchuria in 1931, 
Hitler became chancellor of Germany in 1933, and Mussolini prepared 
to invade Ethiopia. A world confl agration was on the horizon, and most 
Americans wanted no part of it.

Americans worried even more about the collapse of their own econ-
omy. During the Great Depression, the years of spiraling unemployment 
and poverty eroded the nation’s faith in businessmen and in an unregu-
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lated market. In this climate, many citizens supported public offi cials who 
attacked corporate and fi nancial titans.

As the Great Depression continued and the world crisis escalated, 
many Americans came to agree with the revisionists that the war had been 
a waste of lives and money. More than a hundred thousand Americans had 
died in the war, but for what? To make the world safe for Hitler, Stalin, and 
Mussolini?

The popular culture of the 1930s refl ected this revulsion against war. 
Scholars began questioning the wisdom of U.S. participation in just about 
every war. Walter Millis exposed the ignorance and deceit behind the 
Spanish-American War in The Martial Spirit, and historians argued that 
the Civil War had been the product of a “blundering generation.” Even 
the kaiser’s soldiers—rapacious brutes of government propaganda just fi f-
teen years earlier—became heroes in popular culture. The German antiwar 
novel All Quiet on the Western Front humanized the German soldiers and 
caused more Americans to question the offi cial history of the war. Young 
Americans were particularly moved by the books and movies about the 
mistakes of the previous war. As the journalist Eric Sevareid remembered, 
the students of the 1930s were “revolted by the stories of the mass hyste-
ria of 1917, the beating of German saloon keepers, the weird spy hunts, the 
stoning of pacifi sts, the arrests of conscientious objectors.”59

When the Democrats recaptured the White House and Congress in the 
election of 1932, they seemed eager to rethink and reexamine established 
policies. Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal for the American people had not 
been clearly defi ned during the campaign, but the new president quickly 
indicated his intention to use government to solve the economic crisis. He 
was particularly receptive to attacks on the corporate leaders who opposed 
his expansion of the federal government.

The economic, diplomatic, and political shocks of the 1930s, in short, 
gave pacifi sts a chance to teach Americans about the futility of war. One 
veteran peace activist seized this opportunity and pushed her advan-
tage to secure a congressional inquiry into the causes of wars. Dorothy 
Detzer, one of the most infl uential female lobbyists of the interwar years, 
had been representing the Women’s International League for Peace and 
Freedom (WILPF) on Capitol Hill since the 1920s.60 She had nursed casual-
ties of war with Quaker relief societies in postwar Europe for three years, 
before returning home to fi nd her beloved twin brother, Don, suffering the 
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 corrosive effects of mustard gas from his wartime service.61 As she watched 
him die, she resolved to do everything she could to make sure that other 
men would not have to fi ght and suffer.

As the national secretary of the WILPF in the early 1930s, Detzer but-
tonholed members of Congress and urged them to launch a massive inves-
tigation of the arms makers, who, she argued, tried to foment wars in their 
quest to make more money. In her view, if Congress took the profi ts out of 
war, peace would follow.62

By stressing the role of the arms dealers, Detzer and other pacifi sts 
departed from the arguments of most revisionist historians. In the view 
of the scholarly skeptics of the war, the bankers had played a much more 
pivotal role than the munitions makers in infl uencing the Wilson admin-
istration. As Barnes wrote in 1934, arms manufacturers “never exerted so 
terrible an infl uence upon the promotion of warfare as did our American 
bankers between 1914 and 1917.”63

But in the mid-1930s, a series of journalistic exposés suddenly pushed 
the arms makers to the forefront of the public debate. In March 1934 the 
business magazine Fortune published “Arms and the Men,” charging that 
the privately owned, profi t-motivated arms industry helped to foment 
wars. At the same time, George Seldes’s Iron, Blood, and Profi ts exposed 
the international “munitions racket,” and Helmuth Engelbrecht and Frank 
C. Hanighen took aim at the “merchants of death” in their best-selling 
book. Both books argued that wars would continue to ravage the world 
unless governments investigated and tamed the arms makers.

In contrast to the conspiracy theorists later in the century, these World 
War I skeptics were elites who used the traditional print media to bring 
their ideas to the public. These journalists and historians wrote books, 
magazine articles, and newspaper columns disputing the Wilson adminis-
tration’s history of the Great War. With Detzer’s help, they were hoping to 
use another traditional means—the congressional investigation—to pro-
mote their ideas.

The popularity of the books on the death merchants helped Detzer to 
build a broad coalition of unlikely allies. Detzer was an internationalist and 
a leftist, yet she drew support from conservative and nationalist groups 
and individuals. The American Legion, for example, worked against her on 
almost every other issue, but in this case its members shared her concern 
that arms merchants’ desire for profi ts might lead to unnecessary wars.64
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Henry Ford, the auto magnate and noted isolationist, also endorsed an 
investigation. If the world could rid itself of “scheming munition makers 
looking for enormous profi ts,” Ford proclaimed, then “the people would 
enjoy peace.”65

President Roosevelt decided to support the investigation as well. Besides
his general approval of greater government oversight of the arms indus-
try, Roosevelt saw potential political benefi ts in an inquiry. A high-profi le 
Senate investigation of the arms makers would inevitably target Pierre Du 
Pont, the wealthy arms manufacturer who was pouring millions into the 
effort to defeat Roosevelt’s reelection bid in 1936. As Roosevelt nurtured 
America’s infant welfare state and called for more government involve-
ment in the economy, Du Pont organized his fellow industrialists into 
the Liberty League, a group dedicated to the defeat of the New Deal. In 
Roosevelt’s view, a high-profi le investigation of the merchants of death 
seemed politically advantageous: it would annoy Du Pont, confi rm the self-
ishness of Roosevelt’s most determined opponents, and please the eight 
hundred thousand members of the American Legion.66 Once the president 
gave his approval, the Senate quickly passed the resolution and set up a 
select committee to investigate the arms industry.

The members of the committee and its staff represented the breadth of 
the coalition supporting the munitions investigation. Populist Republicans, 
conservative Democrats, democratic socialists, and even secret communists 
hoped to use the committee to demonstrate the dangers of a privately 
owned munitions industry. The committee’s chairman, Gerald Nye of 
North Dakota, was an agrarian Republican whose state had strongly sup-
ported the People’s Party in the 1890s and still retained a popular fear of 
banks and eastern “interests.” After Nye, the most important committee 
member was Missouri Senator Bennett Clark, a Democrat and son of the 
legendary speaker of the House, Champ Clark. One of the founders of the 
American Legion, Clark was at once populist, conservative, anti–big busi-
ness, and anti–New Deal.

The committee’s staff also included some energetic socialists, including 
Stephen Raushenbush, the chief of staff. Raushenbush, who had simpli-
fi ed the spelling of his name, was the son of Social Gospel minister Walter 
Rauschenbusch, who, as early as 1907, had blamed arms makers for start-
ing wars. During the investigation, conservatives attacked Raushenbush 
and other leftist staffers as Marxists who were conspiring to destroy 



32  •  Real Enemies

republicanism and promote “socialistic control of all American private 
enterprise.”67 Indeed, though no one knew it at the time, the committee’s 
counsel, Alger Hiss, was a Soviet spy who had been ordered to infi ltrate 
the committee to obtain secret military documents for the communists.68

Finally, the committee employed as consultants several well-known critics 
of the arms industry, including Merchants of Death coauthor Engelbrecht 
and the journalist John T. Flynn, the author of a New Republic column 
titled “Other People’s Money” and a forceful conspiracist in the next war.

The Nye Committee, in short, was nothing if not eclectic in its compo-
sition. However, its conservative Democrats, progressive Republicans, and 
avowed socialists all shared a passion to challenge the established “inter-
ests,” whether they resided on Wall Street or in the White House. They 
may have argued vehemently about the merits of the expansion of the wel-
fare state, but they all agreed that the warfare state threatened American 
democracy.

The Senate charged the committee with investigating the arms trade 
and recommending new laws to regulate it. At fi rst, this seemed a question 
of current policy, but the committee discovered that it could not recom-
mend future laws to regulate the arms makers unless it fully understood 
their role in the previous war. Over the next two years, the committee’s 
task evolved from a simple exposé of war profi teers into a historical inves-
tigation of the government’s mistakes and lies from two decades earlier.

The committee initially targeted the group of men vilifi ed by Detzer, 
Walter Rauschenbusch, and the recent best-selling books: the merchants of 
death. Throughout the committee’s fi rst set of hearings, Senator Nye tried 
to fi nd proof for his conviction that greed led arms traders to promote wars. 
His investigators did discover internal industry documents that proved 
highly embarrassing to the arms merchants, including memos denouncing 
the State Department’s peacemaking efforts as “pernicious” and deriding 
U.S. diplomats as effeminate “cooky pushers.”69 Some individuals, such as 
Sir Basil Zaharoff, the “munitions king” of Switzerland, had amassed for-
tunes from war; other arms merchants had tried to start wars in South 
America. The Du Ponts came across as mustache-twirling villains. Lammot, 
Pierre, and Irenée Du Pont, clad in dark suits and protected by a phalanx of 
lawyers, smugly insisted that they had never profi ted from the war, despite 
their company’s $1.25 billion in sales and their personal annual incomes of 
more than $1 million during the years of the Great War.
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The Nye Committee’s investigation of the arms makers succeeded 
in convincing the public that the “death merchants” had played a role 
in causing the war. As a result of the investigation, Americans became 
even more determined to avoid future wars. In 1936, as part of the larg-
est mass student movement in U.S. history up to that point, half a mil-
lion college students marched out of class to protest war.70 The same year, 
Robert Sherwood won the Pulitzer Prize for his play criticizing European 
arms merchants, Idiot’s Delight. In 1939, 68 percent of Americans agreed 
that the United States should not have joined the Great War, and 34 per-
cent said that “propaganda and selfi sh interests” were to blame for this 
mistake.71

Yet despite its success in helping to infl uence the public’s memory of 
the war, the Nye Committee could not prove that the merchants of death 
had any direct infl uence on policy makers. The committee could discover 
no documents or witnesses to show that the Du Ponts and their fellow 
munitions makers had any sway over the president. At the same time, a 
staff investigation into the role of British propaganda also ended in fail-
ure. Investigators spent months trying to prove that “London gold” had 
fi nanced the purchase of key newspapers and then planted pro-British sto-
ries in them.72 But the detectives never found enough evidence to justify 
public hearings on that subject.

After failing to prove that arms makers or British bribes played any 
meaningful role in the intervention drama, the committee at last turned to 
more promising lines of inquiry. Eighteen months into the investigation, 
the senators began to focus their public hearings on the men the revi-
sionists had always viewed as the real problem: the classic villains of the 
Populists, the bankers.

By following the money, the committee hoped to discover if, as George 
Norris had charged back in 1917, the United States had gone to war on 
the command of gold. This investigation had the potential to produce real 
evidence of offi cial blunders and crimes. After the war began in Europe, the 
Wilson administration had changed its policy on loans to allow bankers to 
send more money to the Allies. Some committee members believed that 
these loans had tied the United States to one side and effectively forced 
U.S. intervention in the war. If the committee could show that bankers had 
pressured Wilson to loosen credit, they could prove the bankers’ responsi-
bility for America’s decision to join the war.
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When the committee talked about “the bankers,” they really meant 
the House of Morgan. The Morgan bank had handled more than $3 bil-
lion in British money as the sole purchasing agent for the British govern-
ment from 1915 to 1917. Through its Export Department, it had bought 
the British war supplies in the United States—horses, airplane engines, 
machine guns, corned beef, bugles, and TNT—and arranged for their ship-
ment across the submarine-infested Atlantic. Eighty-four percent of the 
munitions bought in the United States by the Allies from 1915 to 1917 
passed through Morgan hands.73 When the British could no longer pay 
for their purchases, the Morgans arranged to loan the Allies hundreds of 
millions of dollars. During the war, anti-interventionists had pointed to 
the House of Morgan as the most powerful symbol of the commanding 
power of gold. Now, in the depths of the Great Depression, the white-
haired Morgan executives who represented the “money power” were obvi-
ous targets for the committee’s wrath.

The Morgan executives rolled into the capitol ready to do battle. Outside 
their post at the Shoreham Hotel, where they occupied an entire wing, 
the bankers stationed plainclothes security guards to keep pesky reporters 
and curiosity seekers at bay. Photographers were allowed in their rooms 
in the evening to take reassuring pictures of the avuncular offi cials don-
ning their dinner jackets and reading the newspapers. Messengers dashed 
about the bank’s forty hotel rooms with dispatches from New York, and 
aides consulted the voluminous fi les and ledgers from the Great War that 
overfl owed into the bankers’ main living room.74 The documents refreshed 
the memory of the two most important witnesses before the committee: 
Thomas Lamont, the former executive who had helped set Morgan policy 
twenty years earlier, and John Pierpont “Jack” Morgan Jr., the heir to the 
Morgan empire.

The head of his family business since his father’s death in 1913, Jack 
Morgan was less ambitious and more casual than his legendary father. But 
he was equally determined to protect the House of Morgan from what he 
saw as the probes of impudent, provincial congressmen. Though he was 
approaching seventy, Jack Morgan was still a tough businessman and a 
formidable opponent in the boardroom and the hearing room. He had sur-
vived three assassination attempts, including one in 1915 by a pro-German 
gunman who invaded his home, and a prolonged congressional investiga-
tion of Wall Street investment bankers in 1932, which revealed the very 
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unpopular fact that he had paid no income taxes for two years. Morgan had 
come off poorly in that previous investigation, which had been chaired by a 
feisty Sicilian immigrant, New York’s Ferdinand Pecora. Reporters waited 
eagerly to see how the blue-blooded Anglophile would handle the folksy 
but determined investigators from the Midwest in this latest probe.75

The Nye Committee members aimed to answer one question that they 
deemed essential to proving a conspiracy behind intervention: Why did the 
U.S. government decide, once in October 1914 and again in August 1915, 
to loosen American regulations to allow more loans to the Allies? At the 
start of the war, the United States had maintained a “money embargo” 
and prohibited loans to both sides. Secretary of State William Jennings 
Bryan, whose suspicion of banks stretched back to his denunciation of the 
international gold ring in his “Cross of Gold” speech in 1896, urged the 
embargo on Wilson. “Money is the worst of all contrabands because it 
commands everything else,” Bryan warned the president prophetically in 
August 1914.76 Yet just two months later, the president, on the advice of 
State Department counselor Robert Lansing, decided that American banks 
could offer some short-term “credits” to Allied countries when they could 
not pay for their purchases. Wilson had reasoned that credits were quite 
different from loans. Yet at the Nye Committee hearings, even Jack Morgan 
had to admit that credits and loans were basically the same. He insisted, 
however, that his bankers “never had anything to do with any effort, if one 
was made, to get President Wilson to change his mind.”77 Indeed, the com-
mittee could fi nd no evidence that they did.

However, the committee did fi nd a more promising paper trail related 
to the second presidential decision to allow more loans. The committee 
investigators grew convinced that a key event had occurred in August 
1915. That summer, after months of buying American goods, the British 
began to run an enormous trade imbalance with the United States. The 
value of the pound started to drop against the dollar, and offi cials in both 
countries believed that the dollar was so overvalued that the British would 
have to halt their American purchases immediately.

Indeed, the drop in the value of the pound could bring about a U.S. eco-
nomic collapse, argued the U.S. treasury secretary, William McAdoo, and 
Robert Lansing, secretary of state following Bryan’s resignation. “Our pros-
perity is dependent on our continued and enlarged foreign trade,” McAdoo 
wrote the president. “To preserve that we must do everything we can to 
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assist our customers to buy.” Great Britain, he said, “is and always has been 
our best customer.”78 Lansing went even further and predicted “industrial 
depression, idle capital and idle labor, numerous failures, fi nancial demoral-
ization, and general unrest and suffering among the laboring classes” unless 
the U.S. government did something to increase British purchasing power.79

To avert this disaster, Lansing and McAdoo persuaded the Federal 
Reserve Board to relax its regulations on loans, which would allow the 
British to buy more arms. They also urged the president to encourage 
banks to make large loans to nations at war. In the view of some Nye 
Committee members and staff, these two cabinet members served as agents 
of the bankers. “I think it is highly signifi cant,” wrote one staff member to 
Raushenbush, “to show that the line of reasoning which Lansing presented 
to the President . . . was a line developed by [Federal Reserve] Governor 
Strong at the instigation of the Morgans.”80 The investigators were grow-
ing convinced that the bankers had secretly manipulated U.S. policy to 
bring America closer to war.

Two Federal Reserve board members adamantly resisted the change in 
regulations at the time. Paul Warburg and Adolph Miller, both of German 
descent, strongly believed that the government should continue to oppose 
unlimited loans. Warburg angrily told the governor of the Federal Reserve 
Bank that the U.S. plans to ease credit for the British were nothing short 
of immoral. “To think that this war must go on to keep our trade going is 
an abomination,” he wrote.81 But McAdoo told the president to disregard 
the two bankers because their objections were based on their sympathy for 
their ancestral nation. “If they were thinking of our interests instead of 
Germany’s, they would not [object],” he wrote.82

The Nye Committee saw Warburg as something of a hero, and here 
they departed from one aspect of the American conspiracist tradition. 
In contrast to many Populists, the Great War investigators believed that 
the Jews were on their side. The most vociferous opponents of American 
aid to the Allies had been Paul Warburg, a Jew, and his German Jewish 
American fi rm, Kuhn-Loeb. During the war, in fact, some British offi cials 
blamed “the Jews” for the U.S. government’s reluctance to help London.83

Twenty years later, the Nye Committee members viewed Warburg as an 
ally, and Protestant Anglophiles like Jack Morgan and Thomas Lamont as 
the enemy. As a result, in all of their attacks on “the bankers,” the Nye 
Committee members never stooped to anti-Semitism.84
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Though Warburg’s angry dissents impressed some Nye Committee 
members in 1935, they had no effect on policy in 1915 and 1916. The 
Federal Reserve Board relaxed its credit regulations—though without a 
strong public statement of support from the president—and the House of 
Morgan quickly arranged a massive loan to the English and the French.85

Morgan money bought more dynamite and mules and wheat for the Allies, 
which enabled them to win the war. It also brought more American ships 
into the sights of German submarines and, thus, American boys to the 
trenches of France.

Senator Bennett Clark believed that he could identify the moment 
when the Morgans forced the United States to abandon neutrality. The 
key issue, he decided, was the drop in the value of the pound. The ensuing 
exchange crisis had caused the U.S. government to allow the Anglo-French 
loan, and the loan had led the United States into war. So why, he wondered, 
did the exchange crisis occur? It was obvious: the House of Morgan, as 
the chief holder of British securities in the United States, created the cri-
sis, and thus brought on the war. The Morgan bank, he charged, “stepped 
out from under and permitted the sterling exchange to fl op,” and then 
pressured McAdoo to facilitate the huge loan. “The question of exchange,” 
Clark charged, “was used as a lever to bring about a complete change in our 
neutrality policy.”86

The bankers could barely conceal their fury at this interpretation. 
Thomas Lamont disputed the committee’s allegation that the “money 
power” ever infl uenced U.S. governmental policy. “Bankers do not bring 
leverage on governmental Departments over here, and if they attempted 
to do it they would be very badly rebuffed,” he said huffi ly. The committee 
members could not contain their disbelief. “Do you mean they do not do it, 
or that they do not admit that they do it?” Nye sneered in response.87 Jack 
Morgan chose a more limited, and effective, defense: he categorically denied 
that he or his fi rm had helped to cause the exchange crisis. “That is one of 
the most discreditable actions which is foreign to our history and it is for-
eign to our tradition, and we never did such a thing in our lives,” he said.88

To prove his case, Morgan dramatically produced a cable proving that 
his bank had offered to lend the British $100 million as the pound began to 
slip. The British had declined the offer. In other words, Morgan had tried 
to prevent the exchange crisis, not create it. But Clark refused to allow 
the facts to get in the way of a good theory. It did not matter “whether 
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the British Government was responsible for pulling the props out from 
under the exchange market,” he explained, “or whether Morgan & Co. 
was responsible for it.” The point, he said, was that the British wanted to 
“use our money” to fi ght the war.89 British bureaucrats, American bank-
ers—what difference did it make? Rich, deceitful, and un-American, they 
had all conspired to send American boys to die for foreign capital.

Although Clark could not prove that the House of Morgan forced U.S. 
intervention, he did have documents showing that the bank had bullied 
American companies and forced them to support the British loans. Back in 
1915, once the bank received government permission for the Anglo-French 
loan, the Morgans needed to fi nd companies to underwrite it. For this, 
they turned to American munitions manufacturers. The Morgan bankers 
wrote letters to arms makers suggesting, in language Clark found overtly 
threatening, that these companies would not get any more orders from the 
English unless they subscribed to the loan. The Missouri senator managed 
to make Wall Street sound like a mafi a operation. “In the parlance of the 
street, that was ‘putting the heat’ on those people?” Clark asked the bank-
ers. Lamont reacted angrily. “We do not use that parlance,” he retorted.90

Some committee and staff members believed that the bankers were not 
only gangsters but also liars. They were convinced that the full truth of 
the exchange crisis and the Anglo-French loan had disappeared along with 
crucial Morgan documents. “Confi dentially,” Stephen Raushenbush wrote 
to one committee member, “we think that they have cleaned out their fi les 
and have lied to us at length.”91 But the committee could not prove this. As 
Morgan effectively parried Clark’s attacks, the Missouri senator and his 
colleagues began to lose the support of much of the press.

Up to this point, the Nye Committee was attacking the standard vil-
lains of American conspiracy theories. Congressman Charles Lindbergh 
and even the writers of the Populist movement would have felt at home in 
a hearing room in which Morgans and Du Ponts were assailed as greedy 
speculators intent on thwarting the will of the people. But near the end of 
the investigation, Nye, Clark, and the other investigators came to focus on 
a much more elusive and nebulous target. Though the committee failed 
to fi nd proof that individual bankers had manipulated the international 
monetary system to force intervention, it did make another discovery that 
some members found even more disturbing: the lack of transparency and 
democracy in the U.S. government.
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The intense debate over loans and credits took place not in Congress, but 
in secret meetings of the Federal Reserve. For Americans in the mid-1930s, 
it was surprising and frightening to fi nd out how little they had known 
about their nation’s policies during the war. The Nye Committee members 
raised “the dark velvet curtain of history” on the shadowy actors in the 
drama, the historian Charles Beard wrote in 1936. “They disclose[d],” he 
continued, “the starkness of the ignorance that passed for knowledge and 
wisdom in those fateful days.”92

Most explosively, the Nye Committee learned that the president had 
actively fostered this ignorance: he had lied to Americans and to Congress 
about the Allies’ real aims in the war. Near the end of the inquiry, the Nye 
Committee staff learned from secret documents that Wilson and Secretary 
of State Lansing had known soon after intervention in April 1917 that the 
Allies had written secret treaties divvying up territory in the event of their 
victory, though Wilson had stated categorically during the war that the 
“processes of peace” would be “absolutely open” and would involve “no 
secret understandings of any kind.”93

After the war, Wilson explained that he had believed these statements 
to be true at the time that he made them. In a meeting with the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee in August 1919, he answered defi nitively—
and inaccurately—a direct question from Senator William Borah of Idaho 
about his knowledge of the treaties. Earlier in 1919, he said, the “whole 
series of understandings were disclosed to me for the fi rst time.”94

The Nye Committee proved what Harry Barnes and others had claimed 
in the 1920s: the president had not told the truth. Secretary of State 
Lansing’s diary and other formerly secret papers showed that Wilson had 
indeed known of the treaties in 1917. When Senator Clark produced the 
papers at a hearing, Nye proclaimed that Wilson had lied to the nation.95

Moreover, he alleged, the Wilson administration had misled the nation 
throughout 1915 and 1916. Before intervention, the Wilson administra-
tion was just “pretending neutrality” while “actually hoping for a break 
with Germany, inviting that sort of break,” he concluded.96

Nye’s accusations against Wilson provoked a furious reaction from 
the president’s defenders. The Republican senator’s charge against “a dead 
man, a great man, a good man,” as Democratic Senator Tom Connally of 
Texas put it, outraged many Democrats in Congress. The Senate had not 
charged the committee with rewriting history, Connally contended. Yet 
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now the Munitions Committee, “out of the depths of its wisdom, out of its 
occult powers, out of its marvelous connection with the stars of the heav-
ens which we ordinary mortals never understand,” presumed to tell the 
majority of Americans that they were wrong in 1917.97 Connally was so 
furious that he pounded his Senate desk until the fi rst knuckle on his left 
hand became permanently misshapen. The next day, Senator Carter Glass 
of Georgia banged his desk so hard as he denounced Nye’s “miserable and 
mendacious suggestion” that his knuckles bled.98

At fi rst, Senator Nye did not appear in the Senate to defend himself, 
apparently believing that it would be better to leave the explanation to a 
Democrat. Senator Clark gamely tried to defend the committee from the 
attacks of his fellow Democrats, arguing that Nye had said Wilson “falsi-
fi ed” rather than “lied.” Clark insisted that the committee had no partisan 
motives. The historical inquiry, he explained, was necessary so that the 
committee could prevent such mistakes in the future.99

But Clark’s defense was swept away in the fl ood of angry press cov-
erage. Journalists and public offi cials rushed to defend the late president. 
“There are lies forced upon statesmen by patriotic duty,” wrote Arthur 
Krock in the New York Times, “which are writ in letters of gold in the 
books of the Recording Angel.”100 Krock claimed that Senator Clark’s attack 
on the late president was motivated by his desire to avenge his father, 
who had lost the Democratic presidential nomination in 1912 to Wilson. 
Another Wilson supporter, Joseph Tumulty, one of his closest confi dantes, 
proclaimed that “envy” had motivated the committee to attack Wilson’s 
“genius and statesmanship.”101 Two Democrats on the committee, Walter 
George and James Pope, angrily distanced themselves from the chairman 
and repudiated “any effort to impugn the motives of Woodrow Wilson and 
to discredit his great character.”102

To the skeptics, though, Nye’s charge revealed a startling truth: Wilson 
had systematically misled U.S. citizens about the war. In the revisionists’ 
view, Wilson knew that the United States had abandoned neutrality with 
the Anglo-French loan of 1915, yet he bragged in 1916 that he had kept 
the country out of war. He also knew that the Allies were not fi ghting a 
war to make the world safe for democracy, but to grab lands controlled by 
Germany. To his critics, it was clear that Wilson thought that Americans 
would never support the war if they knew its real aims. So instead he had 
crafted a fi ction for them, a story about sinister empires with sharp talons 
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and a lovely postwar world without victors or vengeance. Then he had 
imprisoned anyone who dared to tell the truth.

What could they do to stop this from happening again? They could 
not turn the clock back and strip the executive branch of its current pow-
ers; President Roosevelt was far too popular for them even to attempt this. 
So they decided to limit the president’s opportunities to misuse his pow-
ers—to draw an unwilling nation into a foreign war—by restricting profi ts 
and trade during wars.

First, the committee wanted to confi scate war profi ts and nation-
alize the munitions industry. If no one made money from war, they 
believed, then no “interests” could manipulate the country into war. But 
the Roosevelt administration’s opposition helped to doom these efforts. 
The president lost patience with the committee once it stopped attack-
ing the Du Ponts and began championing open government and lim-
its on presidential power. Privately, the Nye Committee staff members 
believed that the president did not want them to propose any legislation 
“with real teeth in it.”103 But even if Roosevelt had endorsed these radi-
cal reforms, they would not have saved the United States from the hor-
rors of the war to come.

The other solution was to limit international trade during wars. 
Members of the Nye Committee realized that Wilson had made his deci-
sion to abandon neutrality because the U.S. economy was increasingly 
dependent on transatlantic trade. Nye began groping toward an under-
standing of this issue near the end of the hearings. “It was commercial 
activity as a whole, in which the bankers had a hand,” he explained to Jack 
Morgan in 1936, “which did fi nally break down completely our neutral-
ity.” Morgan agreed with him, but disputed his assertion that the bankers 
played a prime role. Everyone, he retorted, had a hand in the trade that led 
to intervention.104

If the United States had been drawn into war by “commercial activity 
as a whole,” then the revisionists believed the country must isolate itself 
from future confl icts. Charles Beard suggested that the United States 
needed to till its own garden and cut off loans and the munitions trade 
to belligerents in times of crisis.105 Some senators agreed. “I would rather 
temporarily abandon all our world commerce,” said Nye Committee mem-
ber Homer T. Bone, “than to have this Republic, which my father fought 
to preserve, destroyed or irreparably injured by another great war.”106
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With this goal in mind, Nye succeeded in persuading Congress to 
approve the Neutrality Acts of 1935 and 1936, which prohibited Americans 
from loaning money and selling arms to countries at war. Nye and other 
anti-interventionists wanted to ban all trade with belligerent nations dur-
ing wars, but here he was not successful. A 1937 law allowed countries 
at war to buy nonlethal supplies from the United States as long as they 
paid cash for them and carried them away in their own ships. The Nye 
investigators hoped that these laws would tie the hands of future would-be 
conspirators in the White House. The acts, Raushenbush wrote, “will make 
it far less likely that a President will dare to involve us in a foreign war 
through misuse of his great powers.”107

Years later, with the experience of World War II behind them, many 
historians came to see the Neutrality Acts as terribly misguided.108

Scholars agreed with Franklin Roosevelt, who wrote to Colonel House in 
exasperation that the anti-interventionists seemed to reduce the whole 
war to a few acts of individual “skullduggery” by House, Lansing, and 
Page.109

The Nye Committee was certainly guilty at times of blaming a few 
conspirators for complicated events. The members became distracted by 
their outrage over the manifest immorality of “merchants of death,” the 
enormity of the Morgan profi ts, and the curtain of secrecy concealing the 
changes in loan policy. But they also proved willing to wrestle with disturb-
ing questions about the growing militarization of the American state and 
society.110 They were outraged by what they saw as the imbalance between 
Americans’ heroic sacrifi ce in the war and the petty, vengeful results, by 
the disjuncture between the president’s idealistic rhetoric and the despair 
of the postwar world.

By the end, the investigators believed that the dangers to the republic 
were much greater than a few individuals. The growing secrecy and power 
of the presidency was the real problem. “I am enough of a democrat to want 
more than one man to pass on the war decisions and the major pre-war 
policies,” Raushenbush wrote in a private letter. Mocking Wilson’s rhetoric 
about open covenants of peace, he continued: “If there are going to be wars, 
let them be open wars openly arrived at with the consent of the people.”111

This fear of the president abusing his powers and deceiving the coun-
try into war would resonate with many Americans for the next century. 
The Nye Committee had discovered the taproot of modern conspiracism.
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AS THE NYE COMMITTEE wound up its work, it struggled to explain the 
meaning of its investigation for future government policy. For many of the 
investigators, the inquiry showed that modern presidents could make deci-
sions about war and peace in complete secrecy. And as they contemplated 
the implications of this growing presidential power in the current world 
climate, they became alarmed.

President Roosevelt fi rst troubled the investigators and Great War revi-
sionists when he tried to stymie any real reforms the munitions inquiry 
might propose. A former assistant Navy secretary who had focused on 
domestic problems in his fi rst term, Roosevelt seemed to become more 
internationalist, and perhaps more interventionist, in his second. When the 
Nye Committee investigators compared the current president to the one 
they had just investigated, they grew worried. As Raushenbush explained, 
Woodrow Wilson was “never a big-Navy, four-Army man.” Furthermore, 
he presided over “the most idealistic administration this country has ever 
had.” Yet he made secret decisions that led to war, and then lied about 
them. What could Americans now expect from the big-Navy, four-Army 
man in the White House, a man whom even his most ardent supporters 
would never describe as idealistic?112

As the world slid toward crisis in the late 1930s, many anti-interven-
tionists awoke to the terrifying realization that the brilliant politician in the 
White House could be their greatest enemy of all. Shrewder than Colonel 
House and more powerful than Jack Morgan, the president might be even 
more dangerous to U.S. democracy than the plotters of the previous war. 
Perhaps, they worried in their darkest moments, he might even create an 
“incident” to force the country into another unwanted war.
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Lying Us into War? The Second 

Battle of Pearl Harbor

PRESIDENT FRANKLIN ROOSEVELT gripped the podium and stared with 
determination at the entire leadership of the U.S. federal government—the 
House, the Senate, and the Supreme Court—arrayed before him. In the glare 
of fl oodlights for newsreel cameras, interrupted by roars from the audience, 
he spoke of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor the previous day, December 
7, 1941, a “date which will live in infamy.” To the cheers of the crowd, he 
asked Congress to declare a state of war between the United States and 
Japan. The American people, he said, would fi ght to victory and make certain 
that “this form of treachery” would never endanger the country again.1

But even before Roosevelt delivered his speech, some Americans 
began to suspect treachery of a different kind. In the view of some anti-
 interventionists, the Japanese assault was the event they had long feared, 
the “incident” that would allow Roosevelt to drag an unwilling country 
into war. On the night of the attack, Senator Gerald Nye proclaimed that 
the president had “maneuvered” the country into war, and the next day Col. 
Charles Lindbergh Jr. agreed with a friend who muttered that Roosevelt had 
gotten the United States into the European confl ict through the Asian “back 
door.”2 Later, Congresswoman Clare Boothe Luce would voice the defi nitive 
phrase of the Roosevelt critics. The president, she said, “lied us into a war 
because he did not have the political courage to lead us into it.”3
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These Roosevelt critics made some valid points. The president’s foreign 
policy in Asia had been quite secretive. He had indeed made decisions that 
he knew might provoke the Japanese into an attack, and he made these 
decisions in response to events in Europe. After the raid, he pretended 
that he was as shocked by it as other Americans. Finally, he tried to bury 
key documents and to force the Pearl Harbor commanders to assume full 
responsibility for the disaster.

To this brew of governmental secrecy and lies, the anti-interventionists 
added their long-standing hatred of the president. They fumed at his offi cial 
conspiracy theories about “enemies within our gates”; they suspected that he 
was using the newly expanded Federal Bureau of Investigation to spy on and 
intimidate loyal Americans who opposed his internationalist foreign policy. 
They believed that he wanted to enter the Second World War to sate his vora-
cious appetite for power and create an American form of dictatorship. As they 
uncovered more examples of Roosevelt’s deceit, their loathing for him grew, 
until they saw him as a murderer, a proto-fascist, and, at the same time, an 
unwitting agent for international communism. The Roosevelt critics would 
later spread the theory that the president provoked the Japanese into attack-
ing Pearl Harbor, deliberately failed to warn the Hawaiian commanders that 
the raid was coming, and was relieved and even pleased when it occurred.

Roosevelt’s disingenuousness, his cover-ups, and his sometimes secret, 
sometimes public expansion of presidential powers triggered a kind of 
mania in his enemies. Ultimately, they came to see him as a graver threat 
to the republic than the Japanese.

THE FEDERAL REPRESENTATIVES assembled before Franklin Roosevelt for 
his Pearl Harbor speech wielded a lot more power—and shouldered many 
more responsibilities—than had their counterparts in the previous war. 
During the New Deal, the government’s share of GNP roughly doubled, as 
did the number of government workers. All levels of government increased 
their expenditures to meet the crisis of the Great Depression, but the fed-
eral government grew proportionately faster than state and local govern-
ments. Meanwhile, Congress reduced exemptions for the working poor and 
raised tax rates for everyone, so more Americans paid taxes to support this 
burgeoning central government. As the federal budget grew from $4.6 bil-
lion in 1932 to $9 billion in 1940, the number of Americans fi ling income 
tax returns more than tripled, from 3.9 million to 14.6 million.4
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Americans received an increasing number of benefi ts from the govern-
ment in return for these taxes. Under Roosevelt’s New Deal, the federal 
government took on unprecedented responsibilities for economic and social 
security. Through the creation of an “alphabet soup” of federal agencies, 
the government provided jobs to the unemployed, welfare and pensions 
to the unemployable, and protection for workers who wanted to use their 
collective power to demand better wages and conditions. The New Deal, as 
the historian David Kennedy has said, “gave to countless Americans who 
had never had much of it a sense of security, and with it a sense of having 
a stake in their country.”5 Roosevelt’s policies and personal style were phe-
nomenally popular, with about 60 percent of voters consistently approving 
of his performance.6

Yet some Americans still despised Roosevelt. Conservatives never for-
gave him for signing the National Labor Relations Act, which gave gov-
ernment protection to unions. Some leftists, on the other hand, thought 
that Roosevelt should have made more radical changes, such as national-
izing the banks. Yet although progressives and conservatives disagreed on 
whether Roosevelt had done too much or too little, they all agreed on one 
point: the president seemed to have an ominous lust for power.

One-time liberals such as the journalist John T. Flynn, the historian 
Harry Elmer Barnes, and Senator Burton Wheeler, a Montana Democrat 
who had been one of the New Deal’s most enthusiastic supporters in 
Congress, were horrifi ed by Roosevelt’s 1937 attempt to enlarge the 
Supreme Court. Flynn called the court-packing plan “the great massacre of 
the six old men,” and Wheeler wrote in his memoirs that FDR’s “unsubtle 
and anti-Constitution grab for power” reminded him of totalitarian dicta-
tors.7 They saw the president as a menace to the delicate checks and bal-
ances written into the supreme law of the land by the nation’s founders.

Roosevelt’s critics were also outraged by his efforts to retool the 
executive branch beginning in 1937. Branding his reorganization pro-
posal the “dictator bill,” Roosevelt’s opponents claimed the bill would, as 
Representative Hamilton Fish said, “concentrate power in the hands of the 
President and set up a species of fascism or nazi-ism or an American form 
of dictatorship, far from the ideals of Jefferson and Lincoln.” Another rep-
resentative fulminated that the bill would pave the way for a “demagogue 
with personal power madness” to “assassinate the American Republic.”8

In 1939, a majority of Congress disagreed with these critics and passed the 
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Reorganization Act, which allowed Roosevelt to create the Executive Offi ce 
of the President and gave the chief executive more authority and staff.9

The opponents of the Reorganization Act worried about any presi-
dent getting too much power, but they were particularly anxious about 
this president. Roosevelt’s critics quite simply distrusted everything he 
said. He did seem to have a talent for genial deception; many people would 
leave an interview with him convinced that he supported them, only to 
feel betrayed later. Eleanor Roosevelt described this delicately as her hus-
band’s ability to take “color from whomever he was with, giving to each 
one something different of himself.” She insisted that he did not intend 
to mislead anyone, but that he simply “disliked being disagreeable.”10 The 
president himself admitted that he was a “juggler”: “I never let my right 
hand know what my left hand does.”11

Roosevelt’s critics, though, believed there was a simpler term for this: 
lying. He was, John T. Flynn wrote, a “thoroughly unscrupulous” man who 
would “ditch” allies and principles “with as little conscience as he ditched all 
his party platforms.”12 Charles Lindbergh Jr. later described him as “a man 
of great cleverness and little wisdom, personally vindictive, and politically 
immoral.”13

In his critics’ eyes, there was no lie Roosevelt would not tell, no means 
he would forswear, if it would help him to achieve his objectives. By the 
end of his second term, the president’s enemies were most concerned about 
what they saw as his efforts to draw the United States into another war.

IN THE LATE 1930s, as the Japanese rampaged through China, Mussolini 
 conquered Ethiopia, and Hitler took Czechoslovakia, Americans consistently 
told pollsters that they wanted nothing to do with these confl icts. Like Harry 
Barnes, Gerald Nye, and the other Great War revisionists, most Americans 
believed that the previous war had been a terrible mistake that should not be 
repeated. In the spring of 1941, when Britain stood alone against the Nazis, 81 
percent of Americans said they wanted to stay out of war.14 Most Americans 
did put some limits on their isolationism: 62 percent said they would be will-
ing to join the war if Britain would fall to the Nazis without U.S. interven-
tion.15 But as late as November 1941, 31 percent opposed even providing 
more help to Britain and the Soviet Union by revising the Neutrality Acts. 
Until the very eve of the Pearl Harbor attack, one-third of the public was 
determined to do everything possible to avoid joining the war.16
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The president was equally determined to do everything he could to help 
the British. A dedicated antifascist, Roosevelt had been suspicious of the 
Nazis from the moment they took power in 1933.17 He grew more uneasy 
and angry about Hitler’s policies throughout the 1930s, but he was reluc-
tant to challenge American public opinion. In 1938, the British ambassador 
to the United States explained that Roosevelt “is strongly anti-German 
and is revolted at what the German Government are doing but … at the 
same time he fully appreciated limitations which public opinion places on 
his policies and actions.”18

When Germany invaded Poland in September 1939, Roosevelt 
responded defi nitively to a reporter’s question about whether the United 
States could avoid involvement. “I not only sincerely hope so, but I believe 
we can,” he said, “and that every effort will be made by the Administration 
so to do.”19 Before the 1940 election, he publicly maintained that he would 
not send American boys to die overseas, even as he grew privately con-
vinced that U.S. security depended on British survival. “I have said this 
before, but I shall say it again and again and again,” he proclaimed. “Your 
boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.”20 Roosevelt’s enemies 
recalled this statement frequently, and with great bitterness, after Pearl 
Harbor. Even historians who sympathize with Roosevelt’s internationalist 
views have characterized his pre-intervention public pronouncements as 
misleading and “deliberately disingenuous.”21

The anti-interventionists were not surprised by Roosevelt’s deceptions: 
they saw them as part of his campaign to expand the powers of the presi-
dency. He had no sincere love for Chinese freedom or British democracy, 
they believed. In their view, he pretended to have these values only as a 
means to an end: to persuade the American people to support his drive for 
big government and total personal power. Roosevelt, Flynn wrote to Robert 
E. Wood, “will break his promises to England as quickly as he breaks them 
to the American people.”22 Both Flynn and Harry Elmer Barnes, leading 
promoters of Pearl Harbor conspiracy theories in later years, fi rmly believed 
that Roosevelt planned to use the war to bring fascism to America.23 To his 
critics, Roosevelt was starting a war scare as part of his plan to grab power at 
home. He wanted, Senator Hiram Johnson said, “to knock down two dicta-
tors in Europe, so that one may be fi rmly implanted in America.”24

A massive rearmament program fulfi lled many of Roosevelt’s nefari-
ous goals, the critics believed: it camoufl aged what they saw as the failure 
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of his economic policies; it satisfi ed his lust for a strong Navy, which was 
essential for overseas adventures; and it fed his appetite for power. In their 
view, it was not the “merchants of death” who promoted a dangerous arms 
race, but a power-mad president who wanted to set the United States “on 
the road to dictatorship,” as Senator Johnson said.25 In his opponents’ eyes, 
the very act of opposing Hitler transformed Roosevelt into an American 
Hitler.

As the real Hitler advanced in Europe, the anti-interventionists moved 
from dread to outright panic. Many had been counting the days until the 
end of Roosevelt’s second term, only to be thrown into despondency after 
the Democratic convention of 1940 in Chicago. There, with the party bosses 
in control, the chief of the city’s sewer system linked the amplifi ers at the 
convention to a microphone in a room below the Chicago Stadium. At the 
crucial time, he began chanting, “We want Roosevelt!”—a cry that rever-
berated through the stadium. The “voice from the sewer,” as it became 
known, led the delegates in drafting the president for an unprecedented 
third term.26 Disgusted by the convention’s “sham draft,” FDR’s critics con-
tinued to compare him to European dictators. During the campaign, some 
Republicans sported buttons that read “Third Reich. Third International. 
Third Term.”27

In the eyes of the anti-interventionists, the president showed more 
evidence of his contempt for democracy in September 1940. That month, 
as Hitler’s bombs pounded London, Roosevelt announced that he had uni-
laterally and secretly reached an agreement with Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill to trade U.S. destroyers for British bases in the Western hemi-
sphere. The president negotiated the deal on his own authority after his 
attorney general advised him that he had the constitutional authority to do 
so. The anti-interventionists disagreed, with Senator Nye calling the deal 
a “dictatorial step.”28 Many historians have viewed the deal as an essential 
effort to preserve national security at a time of crisis, but his opponents at 
the time feared that it was part of his plan to destroy the checks- and-balances 
system.29 As Senator Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. explained, “If the Executive can 
do these things without action by Congress, can he not also declare war 
without Congress?”30

The day after Roosevelt announced the bases-destroyers deal, lead-
ing opponents of war formed the America First Committee, which would 
become the most signifi cant group against intervention. Several activists 
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who would later promote World War II conspiracy theories, including John 
T. Flynn, joined the organization. The historians Charles Beard and Harry 
Elmer Barnes offered their support. America First attracted populists and 
conservatives, pacifi sts and extreme nationalists, millionaire businessmen 
and socialists.31

Colonel Charles A. Lindbergh Jr. was America First’s most important 
spokesman. Dubbed the “Lone Eagle” by the newspapers after becoming 
the fi rst person to fl y alone across the Atlantic, he was one of the most 
recognized men in the world at the time. While visiting fascist Germany, 
Lindbergh was impressed by the Nazis’ skill in aviation, their energy and 
effi ciency, and their determination to stop communism. He heralded the 
Germans’ technical achievements while ignoring the Nazis’ crimes, espe-
cially their brutal treatment of the Jews. The German government rewarded 
him with the Service Cross of the German Eagle, the highest award given 
to a non-German.

Some America First members shared Lindbergh’s admiration for the 
Nazis, but others despised them. The anti-interventionists were united, 
though, in their conviction that American intervention abroad would 
endanger democracy at home. A war with Germany would strengthen 
the U.S. presidency and weaken the strongest bulwark against Stalin in 
Europe. When measured against these dangers, Hitler’s crimes against 
human beings thousands of miles from U.S. shores seemed slight to the 
anti-interventionists. And they were determined to thwart what they saw 
as Roosevelt’s plan to pull them into the war.

After he won his third term, Roosevelt took his biggest step toward 
aiding Great Britain: he asked Congress to pass the Lend-Lease bill, which 
gave him the power to “lend, lease, or otherwise dispose of” supplies to any 
country he deemed essential to the defense of the United States.32 No lon-
ger would the British need to pay cash for their goods; the U.S. government 
would loan them whatever they needed. Despite Roosevelt’s insistence 
that the law would help the country avoid war, the anti-interventionists 
knew that Lend-Lease signaled a turning point in U.S. foreign policy, and 
they put up a tremendous fi ght against it. They repeatedly invoked the 
“lessons of history” taught by the revisionists and the Nye Committee. 
Senator Wheeler, the leader of congressional forces against Lend-Lease, 
used arguments similar to those George Norris had made in 1917.33 The 
“interests” were once again foisting “one war measure after another on 
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you, a peace-loving and unsuspecting people,” he told Congress. The peo-
ple should respond by refusing to play the game of the Morgans and the 
Rockefellers.34 “Remember,” Wheeler told his supporters, “the interven-
tionists control the money bags, but you control the votes.”35

The anti-interventionists also stressed the dangers of a leviathan gov-
ernment in wartime, particularly the dangers of an imperial presidency. 
The peril to the republic, Lindbergh testifi ed to a congressional committee, 
“lies not in an invasion from abroad. I believe it lies here at home in our 
own midst.”36 In other words, the real enemy was not the Nazis; it was the 
specter of the mobs that had terrorized his late father and of an American 
Hitler trying to impose fascism in the name of antifascism. Senator Nye 
decried Congress’s willingness to surrender its constitutional purview to a 
“power-hungry executive” and reduce itself “to the impotence of another 
Reichstag.”37 If Congress was another Reichstag, then Roosevelt, by exten-
sion, must be another Hitler. The America First leaders maintained that the 
New Deal’s centralizing bureaucrats wanted, as Senator Wheeler said, to 
“establish fascism in the United States.”38

The opponents of intervention saw the Second World War as a replay of 
the First, with both sides motivated by selfi shness and greed.39 Once again, 
British imperialists were tricking the peace-loving United States into sacri-
fi cing American lives so that the British could continue to rule “conquered 
and subject peoples in three continents,” as Gen. Hugh Johnson said.40 In 
June 1941, when Hitler invaded the Soviet Union, the anti-interventionists 
saw even less reason for their nation to ally itself with Germany’s enemies.

When they insisted that neither side in the war had a righteous cause, 
the anti-interventionists downplayed Hitler’s brutal and increasingly geno-
cidal policies against the Jews. Indeed, anti-Semitism was the elephant in 
the room that the more “responsible” anti-interventionists tried to ignore. 
Some, like John T. Flynn, tried to keep the most vehement anti-Semites 
out of America First. They also tried to persuade prominent Jews to join 
the organization.41 But Lindbergh laid bare the anti-Semitic core of anti-
interventionism when he gave a speech in Des Moines in September 1941 
that identifi ed the three forces leading the country to war: the Roosevelt 
administration, the British, and the Jews. Lindbergh singled out the Jews 
for special criticism: “Their greatest danger to this country lies in their 
large ownership and infl uence in our motion pictures, our press, our radio 
and our Government.”42



Lying Us into War?  •  53

Most newspapers and public offi cials condemned Lindbergh’s speech—
Wendell Willkie, the 1940 Republican nominee for president, called it “the 
most un-American talk made in my time by any person of national repu-
tation”—and Flynn and some America First leaders were distressed by it.43

But many anti-interventionists believed that Lindbergh had simply told 
the “truth,” that, as the lawyer Amos Pinchot explained, “as a group, the 
Jews of America are for intervention.”44 These anti-interventionists shared 
Lindbergh’s conviction that Americans would never willingly join a war 
against Germany; instead, they were being forced into it by selfi sh Brits, a 
lying executive, and Jewish warmongers. Though they insisted that these 
beliefs were not anti-Semitic, they ignored the long history of American 
anti-Semitism that lay behind Lindbergh’s accusation.45

In many ways, the anti-interventionists were, as the historian Manfred 
Jonas has said, “moving further and further away from reality.”46 They 
refused to see the differences between the First World War and the Second, 
between the British and the Nazis. They did, however, understand that the 
U.S. government was changing in immense—and, they believed, fright-
ening—ways. Senator Robert Taft, the dean of anti-interventionist con-
servatives, argued that support for Britain would be the fi rst step down a 
slippery slope to a national security state. “If we admit at all that we should 
take an active interest,” he said in 1939, “we will be involved in perpetual 
war.”47 The United States would become more like European countries, 
with a powerful, centralized government launching wars around the globe. 
The increase in the coercive power of the government—to draft men, to 
commandeer resources, to suppress dissent—would imperil Americans’ 
historic independence and autonomy. It would provoke the hysteria and 
mob violence that Wheeler and Lindbergh had witnessed fi rsthand in the 
previous war, while concentrating frightening powers in the president’s 
hands. It would, as Wheeler said, “slit the throat of the last Democracy still 
living.”48

Roosevelt responded with some heated rhetoric of his own. Drawing 
on Woodrow Wilson’s petulant description of the “little group of willful 
men” who opposed war, he called the America First leaders a “small group 
of selfi sh men who would clip the wings of the American eagle in order to 
feather their own nests.”49 He compared “Lone Eagle” Lindbergh to the 
Copperheads, the Confederate sympathizers in the North during the Civil 
War. In another speech, he proclaimed that “evil forces” were “already 
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within our own gates.”50 Like the attorneys general in the previous war, 
Thomas Gregory and A. Mitchell Palmer, he pledged that the government 
would wreak vengeance on those who would destroy it. Sometimes, he told 
the American people on the radio, the president needed to “use the sover-
eignty of Government to save Government.”51

Radio was a new medium for spreading offi cial theories about con-
spiracies, and FDR was the master of it. From his fi rst Fireside Chat in 
1933, Roosevelt realized that he could use radio to disseminate an unmedi-
ated message to Americans in their homes. Through his radio addresses, 
Roosevelt told Americans that their banks were safe, that the New Deal 
was working, and that the United States was not going to join the European 
war. He also used radio to attack the men he sincerely believed were part 
of a fi fth column in America, an “unholy alliance” between the “extreme 
reactionary and the extreme radical elements of this country.”52 Roosevelt’s 
opponents also used the radio to spread their conspiracy theories; Father 
Charles Coughlin, for example, put together a network of stations to 
amplify his message that Jews were ruining the economy and dragging the 
country into war. But before he soured on the president and his “Jew Deal,” 
Coughlin praised Roosevelt as a “natural born artist” with the radio.53 The 
anti-interventionists worried that the charismatic president would exploit 
radio to convince Americans that his opponents were traitors and that he 
was justifi ed in sending U.S. troops into the Nazis’ line of fi re.

By the fall of 1941, the president had unilaterally stationed U.S. troops 
in Greenland and Iceland and ordered Navy convoys to patrol the oceans 
near the Lend-Lease ships. As in the previous war, German U-Boats began 
fi ring on the U.S. ships that were helping the British. They also attacked 
the U.S. Navy convoys. On October 17, eleven sailors died when the Nazis 
torpedoed the Kearny, a U.S. destroyer. Two weeks later, the Germans sank 
the USS Reuben James, killing 115 sailors. Although Americans were now 
dying in the North Atlantic, Roosevelt still did not ask Congress for a dec-
laration of war, for the good reason that he would not get it. A majority of 
Congress still opposed entering the war.

The president’s critics seemed to be living in an alternate universe. 
Leaping from the undeniable (Roosevelt lied) to the unbelievable (he was 
a fascist), they were convinced that he and his warmongering supporters 
had no desire to save democracy. “What hypocrisy! What sham!” Burton 
Wheeler exclaimed. “Are you going to listen to these political and economic 
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royalists or will you heed those Americans who stand for peace?”54 Nor, 
in their opinion, was Roosevelt sincere in his hatred of fascism; instead, he 
wanted to bring a brand of fascism to the United States and install himself 
as führer.

In Wheeler’s view, the president had his knife at the throat of American 
democracy. Roosevelt was just waiting for an incident that would give him 
the opportunity to plunge it in.

MOST ANTI-INTERVENTIONISTS assumed that this incident would occur 
in the Atlantic, where Germans were already shooting at and killing 
Americans. But there were some opponents of war, including John T. Flynn 
and former President Herbert Hoover, who worried even at the time that 
Roosevelt would enter the European war through the back door in Asia.

Tensions between the United States and Japan had been building since the 
Japanese occupation of Manchuria in 1931. In 1937, when Japan launched a 
full-scale invasion of China, most Americans sympathized with the Chinese 
Nationalist government of Chiang Kai-shek. Americans knew the Chinese 
from the popular Pearl S. Buck novel about noble peasants, The Good Earth,
from reports by enthusiastic Christian missionaries, and from Henry Luce’s 
Time, which celebrated Chiang’s brave fi ghters against the ruthless invad-
ers.55 When the Japanese military bombed civilians in Shanghai and butch-
ered an estimated two hundred thousand people in Nanking, Americans saw 
the images on their local movie screens, as reporters and newsreel camera-
men risked their lives to document the Japanese atrocities.56

To demonstrate American resolve against Japanese expansionism, 
Roosevelt moved the headquarters of the Pacifi c fl eet from San Diego to 
Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, in May 1940. Over the next year and a half, the level 
of hostility between the two countries steadily increased: the Japanese con-
quered more territory and people, while President Roosevelt embargoed the 
sale of defense-related items to Japan. In the summer of 1941, the United 
States stopped selling oil to the Japanese, despite some American policy 
makers’ concerns that such an embargo could provoke Japan to attack the 
oil-rich East Indies.57

These concerns were compelling. The Japanese viewed the U.S. oil 
embargo as an act of war. If the Americans did not restore the fl ow of 
oil soon, the Japanese military planned to grab the Dutch East Indies and 
achieve independence from American oil. But to take and control the East 
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Indies, they believed that they needed to knock out British and U.S. bases 
in the Pacifi c. As the military secretly prepared for this strike, Japanese 
diplomats in Washington made one last attempt to persuade the Americans 
to restore trade.58

U.S. military leaders told the president that they needed more time to 
prepare for a war in the Pacifi c and urged him to follow a more conciliatory 
policy. But Roosevelt sided with the hard-liners in his cabinet who con-
tended that the United States could not compromise on China. In part, the 
president felt morally compelled to help the Chinese; in part, he feared that 
a Chinese collapse would allow Japan to join Hitler’s attack on the Soviet 
Union. And if the Soviet Union fell to fascism, Britain might follow.59

While Germans and Americans moved toward war in the North 
Atlantic, negotiations with Japan reached an impasse. On November 26, 
Secretary of State Cordell Hull sent a ten-point note that Pearl Harbor 
conspiracists would later call the “Hull ultimatum.” In it, Hull restated the 
American demand that the Japanese must get out of China and Southeast 
Asia if they wanted to restore the fl ow of imports from America. All of 
Roosevelt’s advisers understood the consequences of this message. After a 
glum cabinet agreed to the wording, Henry Stimson, the secretary of war, 
made an entry in his diary that would become notorious. “The question 
was,” he wrote, “how we should maneuver them into the position of fi ring 
the fi rst shot without allowing too much danger to ourselves.”60

The Japanese did not need to be maneuvered; they were planning to 
fi re the fi rst shot. For months, Japanese military leaders had been prepar-
ing an intricate, multipronged attack. They would strike at Dutch oil fi elds 
in the East Indies, British forces in Malaya and Singapore, and U.S. air 
forces in the Philippines. The centerpiece of the plan was tactically bold 
and, if it worked, brilliant: a surprise assault on the U.S. fl eet in Hawaii. 
Success depended on overcoming numerous technical problems: crossing 
thousands of miles of ocean undetected, launching airplanes hundreds of 
miles from their target, and dropping torpedoes from the air into a rela-
tively shallow bay.

In late November, convinced that they could never reach agreement 
with the United States, Japanese military leaders ordered the commander 
of a strike force in the Kurile Islands to begin sailing east. The vessels set 
out on their 3,500-mile mission in total radio silence. The Japanese Navy 
took no chances that a panicked sailor might break the silence: offi cers 
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removed the radio transmission keys and took out some of the fuses. As 
the task force sailed for Pearl Harbor, the Imperial Navy started a “radio 
deception” program so that eavesdroppers from the U.S. Navy would think 
that the ships were actually in Japanese home waters.61

American naval offi cers did not know about the strike force, but they 
did know that the Japanese were preparing for war. Thanks to a stunning 
cryptological breakthrough, appropriately code-named “Magic,” American 
code breakers had been reading Japanese diplomatic messages since the 
fall of 1940. Shortly before Pearl Harbor, Army cryptographers were read-
ing between fi fty and seventy-fi ve cables a day from Tokyo. To keep the 
Japanese from learning that their codes had been broken, the U.S. govern-
ment closely guarded the secret of Magic. The translators put the messages 
into locked briefcases and delivered them to a handful of top military and 
civilian offi cials.62 The Pearl Harbor commanders did not receive copies.

On November 27, because the Magic intercepts showed that Japanese 
diplomats expected war with America soon, the U.S. Army and Navy sent 
cautionary telegrams to U.S. military bases all over the world. “Negotiations 
with Japan appear to be terminated to all practical purposes with only the 
barest possibilities that the Japanese Government might come back and 
offer to continue,” wrote Gen. George Marshall in the Army’s message. 
“Japanese future action unpredictable but hostile action possible at any 
moment.” The Navy’s telegram was even more blunt. “This despatch is to 
be considered a war warning,” it announced in its fi rst sentence.63

In Hawaii, the top offi cers in both services, Gen. Walter Short and 
Adm. Husband E. Kimmel, received the messages but took little action. 
The two commanders were not on the Magic distribution list, so they 
did not understand the context of the message from Washington. Short 
thought that there was little chance of an attack on Hawaii and presumed 
that the message was intended primarily for Gen. Douglas MacArthur in 
the Philippines. Kimmel also thought that the Navy was warning him that 
Japan was going to “attack some place,” but not Hawaii.64 Indeed, the top 
Army and Navy offi cers anticipated a strike on British possessions or on 
the Philippines. No one from Washington called Hawaii to follow up on 
the telegrams.

On the evening of December 6, a Navy lieutenant carried a copy of 
the most signifi cant Magic telegram to the president, who was working 
in his study with his aide Harry Hopkins. In the fi rst thirteen parts of its 
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fourteen-part message, Japan signaled its intention to reject U.S. demands 
that it leave China. Roosevelt took about ten minutes to read the sheaf of 
fi fteen typed pages and then turned to Hopkins. This means war, the presi-
dent said, essentially, and Hopkins agreed.65

U.S. cryptographers never decoded a Japanese message saying “We 
will attack Pearl Harbor.” In fact, the United States could not have inter-
cepted such a message because Japanese diplomats never knew about the 
Imperial Navy’s Pearl Harbor plans. If the United States had broken the 
Japanese naval code, then it might have been able to anticipate the attack 
(though some historians argue that even the naval messages did not pro-
vide enough information). But U.S. military leaders had devoted most of 
their cryptological resources to decoding the high-level diplomatic cables. 
As a result, American leaders knew only that war was coming somewhere, 
sometime soon.66

Furthermore, all of the American leaders expected an attack on the 
Philippines, not Oahu. Several top offi cials began nonstop meetings on 
Sunday morning, December 7, as they fi gured out how to respond to a 
Japanese assault—an assault that seemed virtually certain once the four-
teenth part of the Magic message to the Japanese diplomats in Washington 
was received and decoded that morning. The last part of this message stated 
that it was impossible for the United States and Japan to reach an agreement. 
Subsequent cables told them to deliver this message at 1 p.m. Washington 
time and to destroy their remaining code machine and ciphers.67 If anyone 
questioned that the Japanese meant war, these last secret messages, snatched 
from the air by an intercept station in Seattle and swiftly decoded by pan-
icked Americans in Washington, resolved those doubts. But no one tried 
to alert the Pearl commanders until less than an hour before the ominous 
1 p.m. Eastern time deadline, or dawn in Hawaii, when General Marshall 
shunned the insecure telephone in favor of the radio.68 A messenger deliv-
ered the crucial warning to General Short’s offi ce after the battle was over.

The results of the intelligence failure were catastrophic. The Japanese 
sank or disabled eighteen U.S. ships and destroyed almost two hundred 
U.S. airplanes. More than twenty-four hundred Americans were killed.

IMMEDIATELY AFTER THE ATTACK, some public offi cials demanded to 
know how such a disaster could have occurred. As the president briefed 
top congressional leaders in the White House, Democratic Senator Tom 
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Connally became apoplectic. “Hell’s fi re, didn’t we do anything?” he 
demanded of the president. He said he was astounded “at what happened 
to our Navy. They were all asleep.”69 Other members of Congress shared 
his anger. “There will have to be an explanation—sooner or later—and 
it had better be good,” Congressman Roy Woodruff, a Republican from 
Michigan, told Congress the next day.70

Caucasian Americans were especially shocked that Asians had suc-
cessfully planned and executed the raid. British and U.S. military offi cers 
believed that the Japanese could never become skilled pilots because they 
lacked good eyesight and balance. Some U.S. offi cers initially thought that 
the Germans had planned the attack. When Japanese planes fl ew over the 
Philippines and destroyed U.S. planes still sitting on the tarmac, General 
MacArthur insisted that Japanese could not have been at the controls. 
It must have been white mercenaries, he concluded.71 Years later, when 
Congress investigated Pearl Harbor, some citizens continued to fi nd it hard 
to believe that the “dumb Japs” could by themselves win such a stunning 
military victory.72

But Americans did not have the luxury of dwelling on doubts or 
questions at the time. On December 8, the president rallied the nation 
to war with his eloquent speech before Congress. As the historian Emily 
Rosenberg has shown, he portrayed Pearl Harbor as an outrage against 
civilization by a barbaric foe, a modern Alamo or Custer’s Last Stand.73

By framing the attack as a stab in the back, Roosevelt hoped to unite the 
nation behind him.

Supporters of the administration acted swiftly to quash any discus-
sion of incompetence or conspiracy. The chairman of the Naval Affairs 
Committee, Senator David I. Walsh of Massachusetts, told his colleagues 
that they must trust the president. “My God!” he exclaimed. “We have 
no other course but to throw ourselves and all that we have—heart, soul, 
body, mind, and all our possessions, into his hands, for him to use as our 
war President.”74 Americans agreed that the nation needed to have confi -
dence in the executive. For more than a week, the Navy did not announce 
how many ships had been sunk at Pearl Harbor, and a vast majority of 
citizens told pollsters that they believed that this secrecy was necessary.75

But even at this early hour, the Roosevelt administration realized that 
calls to patriotism and unity were not enough. If the president hoped to 
avoid a congressional investigation of the Pearl Harbor disaster, he would 
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have to start an inquiry of his own. After a brief Navy probe, the president 
announced on December 16 that he had appointed a fi ve-man commis-
sion to investigate Pearl Harbor. Supreme Court Justice Owen Roberts, 
a Republican, chaired the review. In proposing this inquiry, President 
Roosevelt set a precedent that would inspire his successors to appoint the 
Warren Commission, the Rockefeller Commission, the 9/11 Commission, 
and other, lesser panels of elder statesmen to investigate national disas-
ters—and to avert investigations by Congress. All these commissions were 
designed to prevent the emergence of conspiracy theories, but their appar-
ent role as offi cial whitewashes often provoked even greater skepticism.76

The Roberts Commission had a very narrowly defi ned mission: to 
determine if any errors by U.S. military offi cials contributed to the disas-
ter. The commissioners were not asked to investigate the possible mis-
takes by civilian leaders in Washington, nor were they told of Magic. This 
approach was convenient for Washington offi cials, but it was also essential 
for the war effort: the Japanese were still sending their diplomatic mes-
sages in the same, compromised code, and any revelation of the prewar 
decryptions could jeopardize wartime intelligence collection. Moreover, 
the Japanese naval code was beginning to yield its secrets to U.S. cryptog-
raphers, whose efforts would prove invaluable to the U.S. Navy in later 
battles. The concealment of Magic not only saved the Roosevelt adminis-
tration from embarrassment; it also saved American lives. After fi ve weeks 
of investigation, the commission issued a report that predictably blamed 
the two Hawaii commanders for errors of judgment.77

Most members of Congress and the media accepted the Roberts report. 
But there were some Americans who remained skeptical of the offi cial 
story and were determined to prove it false.

HARRY ELMER BARNES and John T. Flynn were the natural leaders of 
the World War II conspiracist community. Because they had vociferously 
opposed U.S. intervention in the war until the day of the attack, they 
saw Pearl Harbor as a personal humiliation as well as a national tragedy. 
Moreover, they shared another characteristic of early Pearl conspiracists: a 
deep, visceral hatred of Franklin Roosevelt and a belief that he would use 
any means necessary—even murder—to achieve his goals.

The revisionist community of the Second World War rested on the 
shoulders of Barnes, the “ ‘Atlas’ of Revisionism,” as he proudly called him-
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self in his later years.78 Barnes’s strident anti-interventionism had caused 
the New York World-Telegram to drop his column in 1940 in response 
to what Barnes believed was pressure from “the war-mongers,” British 
intelligence, and the Morgan bank. He bitterly refl ected that if the United 
States entered the war, “there will be no need of columnists in a few years. 
The columns will be furnished by the Department of Propaganda.”79

In the fi rst year and a half of the war, Barnes had to mute his suspicions 
about the president and the war as the country rallied round the troops. 
Even the publishers of his textbooks asked him to rewrite certain sections 
to make them more patriotic.80 But by 1943, as the military tide turned and 
an eventual U.S. victory seemed likely, some Roosevelt opponents began 
encouraging Barnes to turn his skeptical eye to the current war. Charles 
Tansill, a conservative historian and later Pearl Harbor conspiracist, urged 
Barnes to write a revisionist work, as did William Neumann, a young pacifi st 
historian who had been inspired by Barnes’s earlier books. “I had thought 
that the work that you and others did in the ’20s and ’30s might forestall a 
reoccurrence,” wrote Neumann, “but the comedy begins anew.”81

Barnes quickly set to work assembling a community of scholars and 
journalists who were skeptical about the offi cial version of U.S. entry into 
the war. He corresponded with several like-minded historians, all of them 
prewar anti-interventionists, and provided them with encouragement, 
information, and connections. As he networked with prominent scholars 
and novices alike, Barnes also trolled for money for his project from Robert 
E. Wood, the Sears, Roebuck CEO who had led and helped to bankroll the 
America First movement.82 Ultimately, Barnes’s friends and colleagues 
would write some of the most infl uential early Pearl Harbor revisionist 
works.83 His goal was stunningly ambitious: in the midst of total war, he 
hoped to persuade the American people that their commander-in-chief 
was a would-be dictator who had ruthlessly allowed twenty-four hundred 
Americans to be murdered so that he could pursue his imperial ambitions.

One of Barnes’s most signifi cant correspondents was his comrade in 
the lost cause of isolationism, John T. Flynn.84 Like Barnes, Flynn had a 
personal stake in showing that the war he had so fervently resisted was 
based on a lie. Also like Barnes, Flynn had paid a professional price for his 
unyielding isolationism in 1940, when the New Republic “liquidated” his 
column.85 Undaunted, he continued to criticize the Roosevelt administra-
tion. In 1943, he succeeded in fi nding a publisher for As We Go Marching,
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a book-length polemic on the alleged fascist tendencies of the New Deal. 
Flynn sent his manuscript to Barnes, who responded with four type-
written, single-spaced pages of suggestions and praise. The book did not 
mention Pearl Harbor, as Flynn had no evidence yet to confi rm his deep 
suspicions of conspiracy. Barnes had no evidence, either, but he did urge 
Flynn to stress “FDR’s indomitable and boundless will to power, and his 
utter opportunism.”86

While Barnes and Flynn nursed their grievances and suspicions in the 
early years of the war, another man with a strong personal interest in Pearl 
Harbor began preparing his plans to refute the offi cial story. Up until the 
early morning hours of December 7, 1941, Adm. Husband E. Kimmel had 
enjoyed a sterling career. The son of a Confederate offi cer, he had served 
with distinction in World War I and worked briefl y as an aide to Assistant 
Navy Secretary Franklin Roosevelt. In February 1941, he assumed com-
mand of the U.S. Pacifi c Fleet.87 At the time of the Japanese attack, Kimmel 
seemed destined for even greater glory.

Yet along with General Short, Kimmel found himself sharing the blame 
for the military’s lack of preparedness at Pearl Harbor. At fi rst, Kimmel 
believed it was his patriotic duty to accept responsibility. Like Short, he 
reluctantly submitted his resignation after the Roberts report, thinking 
that his early retirement would bring his period of disgrace to an end.

He was wrong. In an uncharacteristic display of political ineptitude, 
President Roosevelt startled his war and Navy secretaries in late February 
1942 by deciding that the Hawaiian commanders should be court- martialed. 
The trials would be held after the war.88 Roosevelt apparently believed 
strongly that Kimmel and Short were responsible for the large number 
of casualties and wanted them punished. But Kimmel’s continued willing-
ness to accept blame with silence and grace was dependent on the Navy’s 
willingness to limit his punishment. Now he felt betrayed. “I do not wish 
to embarrass the government in the conduct of the war,” he wrote. “I do 
feel, however, that my crucifi xion before the public has about reached the 
limit.”89

Kimmel argued that it was only fair for the Navy to hold his court 
martial immediately. That way, he could face his accusers and clear his 
name. But the Roosevelt administration insisted that wartime trials would 
endanger national secrets. Starting in the fall of 1943, Congress revis-
ited the Pearl Harbor court martial issue every six months, as it debated 
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whether to keep extending the statute of limitations for prosecution of 
the two commanders. Each time, the debates provided opportunities for 
the president’s critics to discuss the broader issue of whom to blame for 
the disaster.90 In June 1944, amid the partisan rancor of an election year, 
Congress agreed to delay the trials once again, but only if the Army and 
Navy launched new Pearl Harbor investigations. To avoid the appearance 
of a cover-up, Roosevelt reluctantly agreed to the new inquiries. By this 
time, Kimmel was so enraged that he refused to accept any responsibility 
at all for the catastrophe.91

As the fi rst post–Pearl Harbor presidential election approached in 
1944, Kimmel discovered that he might use partisan politics to help his 
cause. It was a diffi cult election for the Republicans because any attacks 
on the president’s current war policy seemed unpatriotic, while criticism 
of domestic policies seemed irrelevant. The solution, some activists urged, 
was to assail Roosevelt’s prewar foreign policy and suggest that a different 
president might have kept the country out of war, or, at the least, been bet-
ter prepared at its start. In the spring, as the party united behind New York 
governor Thomas Dewey, Republican leaders began exploring the possibil-
ity of using Pearl Harbor as a campaign issue.

Knowing of Kimmel’s anger, a Republican Party staffer, George  H. E. 
Smith, approached the admiral’s lawyer and began working closely with 
him to prepare a precise chronology of what key offi cials knew and when 
they knew it.92 Excited by the partisan possibilities, Smith reported back to 
his party’s bosses that the catastrophe could be portrayed as a lethal exam-
ple of New Deal incompetence. “It can be shown with telling documenta-
tion,” he wrote, “that the Roosevelt pre-war approach to foreign policy was 
so stupid and inept that it constituted a danger to American interests and to 
world peace which contributed to the ultimate outbreak of war.”93

Meanwhile, Flynn and Barnes also contacted the Republicans. Flynn 
worked as a consultant for the GOP, giving speeches and writing essays 
that amplifi ed his argument that the New Deal was essentially fascistic. 
He proclaimed that Roosevelt’s reelection would mean the triumph of the 
“unholy alliance of corrupt politicians interested in jobs and reckless radi-
cal zealots interested in revolution.”94 Yet Flynn’s arguments were tame 
compared to Barnes’s polemics. In a letter to Bruce Barton, a party offi -
cial and advertising executive, Barnes told the Republicans it was time for 
them to stop acting like a “Quaker deaconness” and start telling the truth 
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about the president. Roosevelt had, in fact, caused “the murder and maim-
ing of thousands—perhaps millions—of American boys in a deliberately-
provoked and futile war.”95 Barton responded calmly that Dewey could not 
attack the commander in chief on war policy. With ten million men in the 
armed services, he said, Americans “do not want to hear anything about 
the war except that it is being won and that their boys therefore are each 
day nearer home.”96

Despite the universal desire to support the troops, the drumbeat of 
accusations about a possible White House conspiracy continued. With two 
months left to go in the campaign, Senators Burton Wheeler and Henrik 
Shipstead proposed a Senate investigation of allegations that Roosevelt 
had ordered the imprisonment of a U.S. code clerk who could prove that 
the president was lying about prewar aid to Britain. Tyler Kent, a former 
employee of the U.S. embassy in London, had been convicted in Britain of 
spying for the Nazis. But Kent’s mother insisted that his real crime was his 
knowledge of secret messages exchanged between Roosevelt and Winston 
Churchill.97 The Senate declined to investigate Kent’s patently self-serving 
and false defense.98

Meanwhile, in the House, Republican congressmen began demanding 
answers from the White House on Pearl Harbor. In a speech clearly infl u-
enced by Smith’s research, Representative Hugh Scott posed twenty-four 
troubling questions about intelligence failures before the war. Scott used 
awkward, tentative phrasing, but behind his use of the passive voice lurked 
unmistakably aggressive intentions. There were reports, he said, that the 
U.S. government had received warnings of the Pearl Harbor attack from 
the Korean underground, Australian intelligence, and a U.S. naval offi cer. 
And yet the government had done nothing.99 Implicitly, Scott was rais-
ing the big question: Was the president so willfully blind to all signs of a 
Japanese conspiracy because he was remarkably stupid, or, indeed, was he 
the most diabolical conspirator of them all?

Flynn also struggled with this question. He and other Roosevelt critics 
feared that a fourth term for Roosevelt might mean the end of American 
democracy. Charles Lindbergh even worried that the president might can-
cel the election and appoint himself dictator. Deeply fearful of the conse-
quences of a Democratic victory, Flynn decided it was time to write what 
he and other Pearl Harbor critics knew about the background to the attack. 
With just weeks to go before the election, he convinced the archconserva-
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tive, formerly isolationist Chicago Tribune to publish the fi rst revisionist 
account of the origins of World War II.

“The Truth about Pearl Harbor” contained the essential outlines of 
later Pearl Harbor conspiracy theories. According to Flynn, Roosevelt had 
goaded the Japanese into attacking—and had indeed known that an attack 
was imminent—but had done nothing to warn the commanders at Pearl. 
Afterward, he and his secretary of state proceeded to cover up their inepti-
tude and impose on “two helpless offi cers the odium of their guilt.”100 The 
Tribune called it an “overpowering” exposé of “a governing clique seeking 
to save itself from disgrace by damning innocent men.”101 Flynn printed 
thirty thousand copies of the article and sent one “to every publisher and 
every editor in [the] country, to every commentator, columnist and news 
service,” along with every congressman and senator and “large numbers of 
infl uential private persons.” He hoped to force a congressional inquiry.102

Although Flynn accused Roosevelt of needlessly provoking war, he 
did not think that the president knew when and where the attack would 
come. Indeed, there was no evidence that he did. But as Flynn composed 
his article, Republican leaders were learning a national secret, a secret that 
potentially could lead to credible evidence of a deeper conspiracy. Someone 
privy to the military inquiries told them about Magic.

THE MAGIC CABLES would provide tantalizing evidence to Pearl Harbor 
conspiracists that the government was covering up the truth. The pres-
ident’s critics were looking for evidence of conspiracy before they ever 
heard of Magic. Its revelation just confi rmed their beliefs.

For much of the war, only a few top offi cials and intelligence analysts 
knew about Magic. But bits of information about the program began to 
leak in the summer of 1944 as the Army and Navy continued their con-
gressionally mandated inquiries.103 The Army Board was particularly inter-
ested in reading the Magic cables, but the White House refused to give the 
investigators the most important decrypts. The Army investigators were 
intrigued; they knew that these potentially explosive documents existed, 
but they did not know exactly what they said.

With the investigations continuing and the presidential election heat-
ing up, a partisan leak was inevitable. In late September, six weeks before 
the election, Governor Dewey heard about Magic. He later said that a 
“number of individuals” had leaked him the information and told him it 
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was his “duty to expose the facts so that the people might make their choice 
in the election on the basis of full knowledge of the dreadful incompetence 
or misconduct of the national administration.”104

The leak put Dewey in a bind. He wanted to persuade the voters that 
Roosevelt had been incompetent or worse before Pearl Harbor. But he did 
not want to appear to be leaking national secrets in the midst of war. When 
he launched a slashing but somewhat vague attack on Roosevelt’s “des-
perately bad” prewar foreign policy, the president and his advisers moved 
swiftly to shut him up.105

On September 26, an aide to Gen. George Marshall fl ew from Washington 
to Oklahoma to deliver a sealed letter to the candidate from the supreme 
Army commander of America’s war. Marshall’s letter began by ordering 
Dewey to stop reading unless he was prepared to keep the secrets about 
to be revealed to him. A smart man, Dewey sensed a trap: What if the let-
ter “revealed” what he already knew? By consenting to the conditions, he 
would agree to muzzle himself. Handing the letter back, he told the aide 
that he would be “happy to talk to General Marshall on any matter if he so 
desired” but that he was not prepared to make “blind commitments.”106

Two days later, Marshall’s aide visited Dewey again, this time at the 
governor’s mansion in Albany. The general had written another letter, this 
time acknowledging that Dewey had the right to disclose any informa-
tion he already knew. Despite grave misgivings, Dewey fi nally agreed to 
read the letter and learn the administration’s arguments against telling the 
public what he had learned about Pearl Harbor.

In the letter, Marshall revealed the U.S. government’s success in break-
ing the Japanese code. The Magic intercepts had been extremely signifi -
cant, he said, but had not told the government that an attack would come in 
Hawaii. The whole Magic story was thus irrelevant to understanding Pearl 
Harbor. Moreover, it could not be made public. The Japanese, the general 
explained, had no idea that the United States had broken the code, and they
were still using it. As a true patriot, Dewey was honor-bound to keep the 
secret for the good of the country.107

Dewey found this hard to believe. The Japanese had not changed their 
codes in three years? Actually, Marshall was telling the truth: Japanese diplo-
mats did continue to send signifi cant messages in the prewar code, and much 
of the U.S. military’s knowledge of Hitler’s plans in Europe came from the 
dispatches of the Japanese ambassador in Berlin.108 Even more important, U.S. 
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code breakers worried that the disclosure of the Magic deciphering machine 
would alert the Japanese that the United States had broken their naval codes 
after Pearl Harbor. The United States had won the Battle of Midway because 
of this intelligence coup, which provided a window on Japanese planning.109

But Dewey did not entirely believe Marshall on this point. Convinced that 
Roosevelt was a “traitor” who deserved impeachment because of Pearl Harbor, 
he felt justifi ed in doing all he could to force the man from offi ce.110 He knew, 
though, that he had no choice but to abandon this line of attack. If he kept 
quiet, he lost a valuable campaign issue, but if he revealed the information, 
the administration could justifi ably accuse him of treason.

The Pearl Harbor critics were stunned in November 1944 when Roose-
velt won another vote of confi dence from the American people, defeating 
Dewey 53 to 46 percent in the popular vote. As the president’s party won 
its seventh straight national election, Roosevelt’s critics remained shut out 
of power. They were marginalized; and people on the margins are most 
inclined to see conspiracies against them.

THE PRESIDENT’S CONTINUED popularity mystifi ed his critics. Why were the 
American people so resistant to their message? The obvious answer, of course, 
was that they were attacking a popular president during a necessary war. But 
FDR’s critics saw their failure differently. It was the result of a plot—a plot 
against America. In their mind, a cabal of government agents, media provo-
cateurs, and antifascist activists were part of the plot. It was the critics’ task to 
unmask these conspirators. In this way, they—the unfairly maligned oppo-
nents—could regain control. But they had to be careful in their quest to expose 
the true story of the Roosevelt administration. “Any discussion of this enter-
prise should be highly confi dential,” Barnes told Robert Wood, “for if there 
is anything the powers that be fear it is a calm exposition of the facts.”111 The 
truth could set them free. It could also prompt the FBI to start a fi le on them.

The Pearl Harbor skeptics had good reason to believe the government 
was out to get them, for indeed it was. After the excesses of World War I 
and the early postwar years, Attorney General Harlan Fiske Stone in 1924 
had appointed young J. Edgar Hoover to head the Bureau of Investigation 
and strictly limited it to “investigations of violations of law.” But during 
the New Deal, Hoover’s newly expanded Federal Bureau of Investigation 
moved back into the business of spying on the “ideas and associations” of 
potential dissenters.112
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Roosevelt fi rst directed the bureau to begin systematically collecting 
intelligence on “subversive activities in the United States” in 1936. As a 
U.S. Senate committee later noted, Roosevelt’s failure to defi ne “subver-
sive activities” for the bureau laid the groundwork for decades of “excessive 
intelligence gathering about Americans.”113 The president made this deci-
sion unilaterally and secretly, at Hoover’s suggestion. Indeed, as Hoover 
explained in a memo in 1938, it was “imperative” to keep the domestic 
spying program secret, not to thwart foreign spies, who undoubtedly knew 
they were being followed, but “to avoid criticism or objections which 
might be raised to such an expansion by either ill-informed persons or 
individuals having some ulterior motive.”114 These “ill-informed persons” 
were apparently members of Congress.

Once the war began in Europe in 1939, Roosevelt and Hoover shared 
an obsession with identifying potential subversives. As the director of the 
agency charged with stopping subversion, Hoover took responsibility for 
spreading public fear and offering his bureau as an antidote to that fear. “It 
is known,” Hoover told Congress fi ve days after the war began, “that many 
foreign agents roam at will in a nation which loves peace and hates war. At 
this moment lecherous enemies of American society are seeking to pollute 
our atmosphere of freedom and liberty.”115 He then asked for, and received, 
more money from Congress to fi ght these enemies. In effect, as the civil 
liberties activist Frank Donner has noted, Hoover was making himself into 
the U.S. minister of internal security.116

The president saw potential benefi ts in expanding Hoover’s budget and 
authority. In 1940, as the war raged in Europe and the “Great Debate” over 
intervention raged at home, Roosevelt broadened the defi nition of “subver-
sive activities” to include sending hostile telegrams to the president. “As the 
telegrams all were more or less in opposition to national defense,” his press 
secretary, Steve Early, wrote to Hoover, “the President thought you might 
like to look them over, noting the names and addresses of the senders.”117

Hoover obliged, and Roosevelt thanked him for the “interesting and valu-
able” reports.118 The president also ordered the FBI to tap the phones of people 
who might later engage in subversive activities.119 Congress had explicitly 
prohibited wiretapping, but Roosevelt’s attorney general at the time approved 
the FBI’s wiretap program. The law, he said, made it illegal to “intercept and 
divulge” communication, and the government had no intention of divulging
the information—except, of course, to other parts of the government.120
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Roosevelt ordered Hoover to wiretap, bug, and physically spy on his 
anti-interventionist opponents during the Lend-Lease debate of early 
1941.121 He contended that they must be getting money from the nation’s 
enemies. Hoover complied with reports on Senator Nye, Senator Wheeler, 
Colonel Lindbergh, and the America First Committee, among others. In a 
clear case of harassment, the Internal Revenue Bureau also investigated 
the fi nances of America First without giving a reason for the inquiry.122

The FBI’s reports on the anti-interventionists were fi lled with gos-
sip about the president’s political opponents but contained no evidence 
of illegal activity or foreign connections. The surveillance did, however, 
help the government collect political intelligence. Ironically, considering 
Hoover’s diligence, Roosevelt was not content with the FBI reports alone, 
and soon hired his own personal spy, the former journalist John Franklin 
Carter, and attached him to the State Department. Paid with “special emer-
gency” funds, Carter amassed a staff of eleven men charged with spying 
on the president’s enemies. Hoover was furious and began spying on FDR’s 
spy.123

With Hoover’s assistance, Roosevelt used taxpayer money and fed-
eral bureaucrats to investigate and harass his political enemies. To Flynn, 
the president’s expansion of the FBI was part of his plan to establish a 
police state and drag the country into war. “You have to terrify the people 
before they will authorize military expenditures,” he wrote to Senator 
Bennett Clark in 1940. “This is part of that program.”124 Roosevelt may 
have sincerely believed—or else convinced himself that he believed—that 
he needed to monitor and suppress his enemies at a time of national emer-
gency. In his opponents’ eyes, though, he was concocting a phony emer-
gency to expand his power.

At the same time the FBI expanded its secret surveillance of dissidents, 
the Justice Department publicly pursued opponents of war by prosecuting 
thirty right-wing leaders for wartime conspiracy. In U.S. v. McWilliams, the 
government charged a motley collection of fascist intellectuals and Hitler 
sympathizers with spreading propaganda to further the international Nazi 
conspiracy. The indictment was clearly an abuse of prosecutorial author-
ity. Though most of the defendants were anti-Semites, the government 
could not prove that they had received money or instructions from abroad. 
Most of the alleged “conspirators” had never even met before the trial. In 
a brazen act of intimidation, the special prosecutor darkly hinted that he 



70  •  Real Enemies

might add Senator Burton Wheeler to the list of alleged seditionists. The 
case quickly descended into farce as the defendants made a mockery of the 
proceedings. After seven months of trying to control the shouted objec-
tions, befuddled witnesses, and ad hominem attacks, the trial judge dropped 
dead of a heart attack. His successor declared a mistrial, and the Justice 
Department ultimately abandoned the case.125

In retrospect, the Roosevelt administration’s bumbling attempts 
to prosecute American fascists seems to prove its ineptitude at conspir-
ing against its most extreme opponents. But former anti-interventionists 
viewed the case as yet another confi rmation of the New Deal’s totalitar-
ian tendencies. As Harry Elmer Barnes wrote to Roger Baldwin of the 
American Civil Liberties Union, this “frame-up makes the Reichstag Fire 
Trials seem fairly respectable jurisprudence and equitable criminal proce-
dure by comparison.”126

While the government tried to criminalize their dissent, the Pearl 
Harbor critics believed, the Jewish-owned media prevented them from 
publishing their criticism of the president. Ignoring the enormous power 
of the Hearst and Patterson-McCormick press, the anti-interventionists 
believed that Jewish-controlled newspapers, magazines, and commenta-
tors defi ned the public debate and managed everything that Americans 
saw, heard, and read about Roosevelt. This helped to explain why FDR, the 
enemy of America, had been elected president four times.

In the view of the anti-interventionists, the Jews’ most important 
weapon in the propaganda wars was their control of Hollywood. Before 
Pearl Harbor, prominent anti-interventionists believed that Jewish movie 
moguls tried to manipulate the public by making pro-British and anti-
Nazi movies. Flynn helped Senators Wheeler and Nye to launch an inves-
tigation of alleged Hollywood pro-war propaganda just months before the 
United States entered the war. The anti-interventionists feared that their 
opponents would use this tool of mass persuasion to push their own un-
American agenda.127 Flynn believed that antifascist movie producers were 
“the most potent and dangerous fi fth column in America.”128

Flynn and other mainstream Pearl Harbor conspiracists had a compli-
cated relationship to anti-Semitism. They repeatedly and publicly disavowed 
any prejudice against Jews. Flynn in particular repudiated American Nazis, 
worrying that the public would associate him with them. Yet his declara-
tions of concern for American Jews always had a menacing undertone. If 
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the Jews knew what was good for them, he often said, they would stop 
provoking the rest of us. Otherwise, the victimized conservatives would 
rise up against “minority groups,” and Jews would fi nd that their paranoid 
fantasies had become reality.129

Flynn nursed such intense hatred of “Jewish Hollywood” because he 
believed that his political enemies controlled the modern media, and thus 
controlled the public’s understanding of the war. Flynn and his friends 
still had access to the print media; even after the New Republic cancelled 
his column, he could publish in the Chicago Tribune and with right-wing 
publishing houses. But his opponents seemed to command the attention 
of the new media, radio and motion pictures. “The moving picture indus-
try,” wrote Flynn in a confi dential memo to the America First Executive 
Committee just months before Pearl Harbor, “went out 100 per cent for 
war propaganda pictures. The radio gave time to some of our speakers but 
fi lled in the space between with a ceaseless fl ow of propaganda.”130 In his 
view, FDR and the Jews of Hollywood had the unchallenged authority to 
tell the story of the war—and the story of its supposedly un-American 
opponents.

As if persecution by the Jews and the government were not enough, 
the old anti-interventionists also felt besieged by antifascist activists. These 
American opponents of Hitler had organized in pro-intervention groups in 
the late 1930s as the crisis in Europe escalated. One of the loudest voices 
for intervention was the Friends of Democracy, whose national committee 
included such luminaries as the German-born writer Thomas Mann and 
the philosopher John Dewey. L. M. Birkhead, a former minister who served 
as national director, accused America First of harboring Nazis and giving 
“aid and comfort” to Hitler.131

Once the war started, the antifascists intensifi ed their attacks. Several 
wrote salacious exposés that accused prewar anti-interventionists of promot-
ing un-American ideas. Although anti-interventionists claimed that they 
wanted to save the republic, the authors argued, in fact they were engaged 
in a “plot against America.” In Sabotage! The Secret War against America,
Albert E. Kahn and Michael Sayers alleged that Nazis secretly controlled 
America First and manipulated anti-interventionist congressmen. Other 
anti-isolationist books took the classic form of the diary of an undercover 
agent. Richard Rollins’s I Find Treason, for example, told the story of his 
infi ltration of the American Nazis. The most popular  book-length exposé 
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was Under Cover: My Four Years in the Nazi Underworld of America—The 
Amazing Revelation of How Axis Agents and Our Enemies Within Are 
Now Plotting to Destroy the United States, by the antifascist activist Avedis 
Derounian, writing under the name John Roy Carlson. A gripping tale of the 
author’s secret involvement in America First and other right-wing organi-
zations, Under Cover sold more than a million copies and became the best-
 selling nonfi ction book of 1944.132

Under Cover infuriated the former anti-interventionists. They believed
that they represented the only citizens who truly put America fi rst, yet 
now their enemies were calling them unpatriotic. The former America 
First members mobilized to prevent the antifascist activists from malign-
ing the true Americans. “We must say to the bureaucrats and the crackpots 
and the Communists and all of the disciples of totalitarianism,” said Texas 
Congressman Martin Dies, “Americanism must live, America shall live.” 
Behind the antifascist exposés, Dies saw a “well-organized and highly 
fi nanced conspiracy.”133

Flynn responded with a well-organized and highly fi nanced conspir-
acy to discredit the antifascists. He secretly raised money from rich indus-
trialists to hire investigators to dig up dirt on Under Cover’s author, the 
“alien-born” Derounian.134 He hoped to raise $50,000 to turn the public 
against the antifascists. Flynn also published numerous articles and two 
long pamphlets on Derounian and his “smear terror.” In a mirror image of 
Derounian’s technique, Flynn portrayed the “smear conspiracy” as an un-
American attempt to divide the country.135 He encouraged Senator Wheeler 
to fi ght for a congressional investigation of the antifascists, “pitched on 
the theory, which is true, that there is some power, cloaked in secrecy and 
fi nanced in some secret way, which is carrying on a campaign of slander 
and traduction against American citizens in positions of leadership.”136

Congress declined to fund Wheeler’s request.
Flynn apparently saw no irony in demanding a congressional investi-

gation of antifascists as America fought a war against fascism. In his Alice-
in-Wonderland view of the war, the American fascist sympathizers on trial 
in U.S. v. McWilliams were the victims of a government run amok. The real 
villains of the war were the Americans who were excessively anti-Hitler.

Why were these antifascists such a danger to a country fi ghting a total 
war against fascism? Beyond their anger at being called traitors to a coun-
try they loved, the conservatives saw a conspiracy of various un-American 
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forces behind the antifascist crusade. There were three main groups back-
ing the anti-isolationist books, Flynn believed: the Jews, the Roosevelt 
administration, and the communists.137

And here he marked a seemingly small but very important develop-
ment in twentieth-century conspiracy theories. In his famous Des Moines 
speech, Lindbergh had railed against the Jews and Roosevelt, but the 
British had been the third member of his unholy trinity. Flynn’s substitu-
tion of the Red menace for the British one showed the increasing impor-
tance of anticommunism among the Pearl Harbor conspiracists. Indeed, as 
the war continued, he saw little reason to distinguish between the com-
munists and the New Dealers. They were all pursuing the same goal: sub-
version, totalitarianism, and the demonization of the few good men who 
opposed their plot.

Those who saw the hand of Stalin at work in America were voices in the 
wilderness during the war. They had high hopes, though, for the new world 
that would be born when the shooting stopped. “No matter in what direc-
tion the election goes,” wrote Flynn to the conservative publisher DeWitt 
Wallace in October 1944, “the atmosphere is going to change. I am as sure 
of that as I have ever been of anything in my life.”138 Flynn and his friends 
would be back on top, and the real un-Americans would come to regret it.

THOUGH THEY WERE despondent about its results, the election did provide 
Roosevelt’s critics with one consolation. Once FDR won his fourth term, 
the administration agreed to release the summaries of the Army and Navy 
inquiries into Pearl Harbor. The summaries made it clear why the admin-
istration wanted to keep the full reports secret. In contrast to the White 
House–controlled Roberts Commission, the Army and Navy both placed 
much of the blame on Washington. The Navy virtually exonerated Admiral 
Kimmel, and the Army Board sharply criticized both General Short and 
his superiors in Washington.139 Secretary of War Henry Stimson and Navy 
Secretary James Forrestal ordered yet more investigations to counter the 
embarrassing summaries.140

Then, on April 12, 1945, the man so hated by the Pearl Harbor revi-
sionists, the president with a “boundless will to power,” suddenly passed 
from the scene. Hundreds of thousands of people gathered the next day to 
watch the presidential train carry Roosevelt’s casket from Warm Springs, 
Georgia, to Washington. Many of the mourners wept openly.141
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Those who believed him guilty of conspiracy greeted Franklin 
Roosevelt’s death with relief and even celebration. Harry Elmer Barnes 
and his friends, for example, rejoiced in the “liberation” of America.142 In 
the short term, the revisionists needed to remain quiet as most Americans 
mourned the loss of their beloved president. But Roosevelt’s death embold-
ened his critics; at long last, they might be able to get a thorough investiga-
tion of what they saw as his greatest crime.

The new president bore no personal responsibility for the disaster 
at Pearl Harbor and was less concerned with avoiding charges of intel-
ligence failures or conspiracy. Still, Harry Truman was a loyal Democrat 
who wanted to protect the memory of the man who had chosen him to be 
vice president. During his fi rst few months as president, Truman focused 
on ending the war, not investigating its origins. Once the war concluded in 
August, though, the new president had to balance his loyalty to Roosevelt 
against the political liability of appearing to endorse a cover-up.

These concerns became urgent just two weeks after the atomic bombs 
ended the war. A naval offi cer in the White House learned that military 
offi cials had apparently leaked top-secret documents to Flynn, who was 
using them to write a new exposé on Pearl Harbor for the Chicago Tribune.
The president and his advisers decided they needed to preempt Flynn by 
releasing the Army and Navy reports on Pearl Harbor.143 Before the release, 
though, military offi cers censored the reports and took out all references to 
Magic, which had revealed the Japanese determination for war in the fall of 
1941. The blistering Army Board report said that Washington offi cials had 
learned that a Japanese attack was imminent “from informers and other
sources.” But just who or what were these “other sources”? The censored 
report was deliberately vague.144

Truman had tried to keep the truth about Magic from reaching the 
public, but it was impossible for him to stop all the leaks. As a result of the 
investigations, many Army and Navy offi cers knew about Magic, and they 
were furious with Roosevelt for pursuing Kimmel and Short. One of them 
apparently leaked the story of the code breaking to Flynn. Within days of 
the release of the military reports, Flynn published the fi rst public account 
of Magic.145

In “The Final Secret of Pearl Harbor,” published in the Tribune and 
reprinted as a pamphlet, Flynn charged that British and American offi cers 
had broken the Japanese code in 1941 and knew that the Japanese were 
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poised to attack. Although Flynn did not publicly accuse the president of 
knowing where the attack would come, Roosevelt was clearly the villain 
of the piece. Flynn charged him with “doing everything except swimming 
under water with the bombs in his teeth,” the New Republic’s colum-
nist TRB snidely noted.146 Privately, Flynn and Tribune publisher Robert 
McCormick told each other that they suspected the real truth of Pearl 
Harbor was still to be revealed. In their view, Pearl Harbor was not the 
result of incompetence; it was a conspiracy.147

The revelation of Magic was so explosive that the president and his 
party could no longer avoid a congressional investigation. To preempt the 
Republicans, the Democratic leadership of the House and Senate called 
for an immediate joint congressional inquiry. Senate Majority Leader 
Alben Barkley appointed himself chairman. The committee included six 
Democrats and four Republicans, a division refl ecting the Democrats’ 
numerical edge in Congress.148 The Democrats had agreed to an inquiry, 
but they were determined to hire the staff and control the direction of the 
probe.

The Republicans were equally determined to be heard. To foil the 
Democrats’ control of the staff, they raised private funds to hire a GOP 
activist as their own “chief research expert.”149 The stakes were high: Senator
Homer Ferguson of Michigan, one of two Republican senators on the 
panel, proclaimed that nothing less than the survival of American democ-
racy depended on “ascertaining the truth” about Pearl Harbor.150 The 
Republicans speculated darkly that the Truman administration was trying 
to bury this truth. Rumors circulated throughout Washington that some of 
Roosevelt’s most damning papers had suddenly disappeared.151 The jour-
nalist John Chamberlain predicted that the investigation would make the 
rancorous debates over entry into World War I “look like a polite exchange 
at a garden party.”152

The congressional hearings opened in November 1945 with all of the 
media attention one would expect for a major investigation of the pos-
sible subversion of American democracy. Four hundred fi fty spectators and 
fi ve newsreel cameras crowded into the Senate Offi ce Building’s caucus 
room to observe the proceedings. Under the intense lights installed for 
the cameras, the fi ve senators and fi ve congressmen sat sweating at long 
tables facing their witnesses. The committee members struggled to make 
their voices heard over the whirring of motion picture cameras and the 
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popping of fl ashbulbs. On the walls, brightly colored maps told the story of 
the battle. Senator Ferguson brought his own prop: a whitewash brush he 
ostentatiously placed on the desk in front of him.153

The fi rst two witnesses, the chief of naval intelligence and a colonel 
on the general staff, confi rmed what Flynn had revealed. As Newsweek
writers reported in italics for emphasis: “The Government of the United 
States was in full possession of advance information that Japan intended 
to strike within a matter of days, and the knowledge came from a source 
beyond dispute—Japan itself.”154 Washington was reading most of Japan’s 
secret messages for months before the attack, the witnesses testifi ed, and by 
December 3 top offi cials knew that the war could begin at any moment.

For the next six months, the committee members tried to tease out 
the implications of this disclosure. Because they knew that the Japanese 
were planning to attack, did Washington offi cials do all that they could to 
alert the Hawaii commanders? General Marshall insisted that they had.155

Admiral Kimmel and General Short insisted just as emphatically that 
“vital information” had been withheld from them. “Had this information 
been furnished to me,” Short testifi ed, “I am sure that I would have arrived 
at the conclusion that Hawaii would be attacked and would have gone on 
an all-out alert.”156

The committee spent much time investigating whether the Japanese 
had sent a message before the assault known as the “winds code.” Thanks 
to an earlier intercepted message, U.S. intelligence knew that the Japanese 
had told their agents to listen for a secret message in the middle of their 
propaganda radio broadcasts. If all other means of communication failed, 
then the weather report would transmit the message that war was immi-
nent. “East wind, rain” would alert Japan’s spies that relations with the 
United States had turned stormy.157

The winds code greatly appealed to the media: it conjured up B-movie 
images of Japanese secret agents huddled around their radio receivers, 
straining to hear the sinister message from their commanders. But did the 
Japanese government ever send the message? One witness, Capt. Laurance 
Safford of the Offi ce of Naval Communications, testifi ed that he had seen 
a version of the “winds message” on December 4, 1941. A naval translator 
had scribbled the message—“war with U.S.; war with England; peace with 
Russia”—in colored crayon on yellow teletype paper, Safford said. Yet no 
one could fi nd this piece of paper. Members of the investigating committee 
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searched desperately for it, but, John T. Flynn wrote, “always there was a 
mysterious hand somewhere to frustrate them.” Flynn further charged 
that Navy offi cials had traveled around the world to destroy all evidence of 
every single intercept of the winds message. Then they had threatened and 
browbeaten witnesses and forced them to repudiate Safford’s charges.158

To the committee’s chief counsel, a seventy-one-year-old conserva-
tive Democratic lawyer named William Mitchell, the fuss over the winds 
code was emblematic of the blind hatred of the Roosevelt opponents. First, 
not one other witness ultimately supported Safford’s testimony. This 
meant that Captain Safford himself was either a lone fi ghter for truth 
or, as Mitchell and others believed, a bit of a nut. Safford had spent years 
struggling to prove that the Navy and the administration had “framed” 
Admiral Kimmel, and he was convinced that his enemies were engaged in 
a conspiracy to discredit him.159 Mitchell found such a conspiracy incred-
ible. Even more important, the counsel insisted again and again, it did not 
matter whether or not the winds code had been transmitted and inter-
cepted. The Roosevelt administration already knew that Japan was prepar-
ing for war in early December. So why did Pearl Harbor revisionists such 
as Flynn call the alleged disappearance of the winds message a “bomb-
shell”? Mitchell became so angry over what he saw as the Republicans’ 
grandstanding that he and his staff quit in protest just one month into the 
investigation.160

Pearl Harbor, once a unifying symbol for the country, had now become 
a symbol of partisan discord, the New Republic noted.161 The Republicans 
tried to use every witness and document to prove that evil forces were at 
work in the prewar White House. “It is possible that Hull pulled the trig-
ger,” said Senator Owen Brewster at one point, thus neatly shifting blame 
from the Japanese to America’s own secretary of state.162 Republicans who 
were not on the committee were even less restrained in their accusations. 
On the fl oor of the House, Congressman Dewey Short expressed shock 
that one witness was still alive to tell his story. “I’m surprised he has not 
been liquidated,” Short said.163

Despite their claims, neither side really wanted to discover “the truth” 
about Pearl Harbor, but to use the Japanese attack to further their own 
interests.164 For their part, the Democrats believed that Pearl Harbor showed 
the folly of isolationism. There was no point in trying to assign individual 
blame for a tragedy that stemmed from America’s collective unwillingness 
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to confront the dangers of a changing world. The whole country, President 
Truman said, had failed to foresee the menace posed by its enemies.165

The Republicans were furious at the president’s attempt to blame the 
country for Pearl Harbor. For them, the tragedy demonstrated the evils of 
the man who had overseen the expansion of America’s bumbling yet malev-
olent government. They had no trouble pinning the blame on one person. 
“Make no doubt of it,” the New Republic columnist TRB claimed at the 
height of the congressional investigation, “this is a trial of Roosevelt.”166

In part, the Republicans wanted to blame FDR for opportunistic rea-
sons. “Republicans have long been clamoring for an issue,” wrote party 
operative George H. E. Smith to several GOP leaders. “Pearl Harbor is 
ready-made for them on the highest emotional plane.” If the party fumbled 
this chance, he warned, it should give up hope of ever regaining power. The 
Democrats, he said, would feel emboldened to change “the entire political 
and economic system of this country.”167

But Republican leaders were exploiting Pearl Harbor not just for politi-
cal gain. Many of them genuinely believed that the government was cover-
ing up evidence of a conspiracy. This was partly because the Roosevelt and 
Truman administrations had, indeed, tried to cover up “the truth” about 
Pearl Harbor. The government had authorized several investigations of the 
tragedy since 1941, but had always released information piecemeal and out 
of context. As the operative Smith noted, the government’s constant prob-
lem was “how to get the Pearl Harbor skeleton out of the closet” without 
harming the Democratic Party.168 Its uneasy and unconvincing solution 
was to reveal the skeleton one bone at a time, “now a femur, now a jaw-
bone,” as the journalist John Chamberlain put it.169 Republicans responded 
by wondering if a murder had been committed.

The Democrats and Republicans could not even agree on their conclu-
sions. The committee issued two reports that were antithetical in tone and 
content. The majority report was signed by all six Democrats and, in a move 
bitterly resented by revisionists, by the two Republican House members. In 
its most important passage, the majority report proclaimed that the commit-
tee had found no evidence that Roosevelt or his cabinet “tricked, provoked, 
incited, cajoled, or coerced Japan into attacking this Nation in order that a 
declaration of war might be more easily obtained from the Congress.”170

But the two Republican senators told a much different story, one fi lled 
with manipulation, cover-ups, and deceit. Although they stopped short of 
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 contending that he intentionally exposed the fl eet to attack, Ferguson and 
Brewster accused Roosevelt of provoking the Japanese, and then failing to put 
the Hawaiian commanders on full alert. These dissenters did not believe that 
the president withheld information because he wanted to protect the nation’s 
code-breaking secrets; instead, they argued that he deliberately deceived 
the public for his own sinister purposes. “Indeed, the high authorities in 
Washington seemed to be acting upon some long-range plan which was never 
disclosed to Congress or the American people.”171 Throughout their quest to 
reveal this long-range plan, the investigators found that “there was a deliber-
ate design to block the search for the truth.”172 In their view, it was their own 
government, not that of the enemy, that was guilty of infamy on December 7.

IN THE YEARS TO COME, many authors continued to search for the elusive, 
absolute “truth” about Pearl Harbor. The Chicago Tribune reporter George 
Morgenstern and the historian Charles Beard built on Flynn’s work in 
the late 1940s; Charles Tansill, the conservative historian who had urged 
Barnes to examine the war’s origins back in 1943, published his own revi-
sionist work in 1952.173 Flynn persevered with his quest to prove the plot 
at Pearl until he became too old and ill to work.174 Harry Barnes also kept 
up the crusade by inspiring, editing, reviewing, and promoting books that 
argued for a conspiracy. “If I dropped Revisionism,” he wrote in 1958, “it 
would stop as suddenly all over the world as the bloodstream of Marie 
Antoinette stopped when the guillotine blade dropped on her neck.”175

Although Barnes found a ready market for his work with right-wing pub-
lishers, he grew infuriated by the “mythmongers” and the “court histo-
rians” and became obsessed with proving that U.S. entry into World War 
II was “the most lethal and complicated public crime of modern times.” 
Unhinged by the continued resistance to his arguments, the legendary 
revisionist of the First World War refused to believe the grisly evidence 
of Hitler’s Final Solution. Once the patron saint of independent thinkers, 
Harry Barnes became a hero to Holocaust deniers.176

Admiral Kimmel and his admirers formed a different, intersecting cir-
cle of men who spent years trying to prove that the admiral had been the 
American Dreyfus, scapegoated by selfi sh politicians. Kimmel’s cause was 
taken up by Adm. Robert Theobald, who worked with Barnes and Flynn to 
produce a major revisionist work in 1954.177 These conspiracists created a 
community: they shared their research, helped secure funds and publishers, 
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and reassured one another that the truth would ultimately prevail. But 
they could not prove that Roosevelt knew when or where the assault was 
coming, or that he deliberately provoked the Japanese into attacking.

In the 1970s and 1980s, the collapse of faith in the government after 
Vietnam and Watergate inspired a new generation of Pearl Harbor conspir-
acy books. Unlike earlier books, these new works did not suggest that the 
United States should never have entered World War II. To these authors, 
the broader issue was not isolationism versus interventionism but the con-
sistent pattern of deceit by the federal government. However, none of these 
books ever proved the central allegation of Pearl Harbor conspiracy theories: 
that Roosevelt had known in advance of the specifi c location of the Japanese 
attack.178

The Pearl Harbor theories of the 1940s pointed both to the past and to 
the future. In many ways, these theories were the last gasp of isolation-
ism. Opponents of intervention had worried that joining the war would 
mark the beginning of an American empire. The militarization of society, 
John T. Flynn worried, could herald the death of the republic. “We will not 
be able to stop it,” he wrote in 1938 to the anti-interventionist senator 
William Borah, “it will get all mixed up with our thinking; it will thrust 
forward into the solution of our domestic problems foreign quarrels with 
which we should have nothing to do.”179 The Pearl Harbor conspiracists 
looked back with longing to the period before the United States had joined 
the perpetual war for perpetual peace.

Yet the early Pearl Harbor theories were not merely nostalgic. They also 
helped to construct a foundational myth of modern conservatism. In the mind 
of the conspiracists, Pearl Harbor demonstrated everything that was wrong 
with the New Deal: the “confusion, incompetence, wasteful extravagance, dou-
ble-dealing and double-talking” of the expansive federal government, the GOP 
activist George Smith contended.180 Franklin D. Roosevelt, the double-dealing 
and double-talking architect of this oppressive government, had “lied” the nation 
into war. This is what happened, the conservatives believed, when the govern-
ment gained too much power at the expense of the people. As Representative 
Martin Dies told Congress, “When any group of supermen or social planners 
get control of government and impose their fanatical beliefs, they become ava-
ricious for power and they subjugate the whole body politic.”181

But were these planners really supermen, or were they just incompetent 
bureaucrats? The Pearl Harbor conspiracists could not seem to make up their 
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minds on this point. The Chicago Tribune argued that Pearl Harbor showed 
Roosevelt’s “insouciant stupidity or worse.”182 Yet how could an insouci-
antly stupid administration pull off such a grand conspiracy? The expand-
ing government, these antistatists argued, could do nothing right—except 
when it enslaved its citizens. This inconsistency in logic would plague many 
antigovernment conspiracy theories for the rest of the twentieth century.

The Pearl Harbor critics also expected this conspiratorial organiza-
tion called a government to leave clues for its enemies to prove its perfi dy. 
Their reliance on the documents of the centralized state to prove their 
case against the state showed the increasing irrelevance of antistatist ide-
ology. Roosevelt’s opponents fi rmly believed that government investiga-
tions would prove the existence of a government conspiracy. Roosevelt, 
they seemed to think, was capable of provoking a Japanese attack, scape-
goating the local commanders, and then wiping out all evidence of a con-
spiracy—except for a few documents he carelessly left behind for future 
anti-Roosevelt investigators.

But for all their hatred of the expansive, incompetent, yet malevolent 
federal government, the Pearl Harbor conspiracists began to see some vir-
tues in one of the offi cial agencies they used to fear. Back in 1940, Flynn 
had regarded the FBI as a part of President Roosevelt’s plan to frighten 
the American people into granting more power to the presidency. In his 
view, J. Edgar Hoover, the man responsible for many of Attorney General 
Palmer’s “atrocities after the last war,” helped to persuade Americans that 
they needed to surrender some of their liberties to the government so that 
the government could protect them.183

But Flynn came to discover that Hoover shared some of his concerns 
and philosophies. Like Flynn, Hoover worried about the men and women 
they called “antifascists” during the war and “Reds” afterward. Throughout 
the war, Hoover’s FBI leaked derogatory information about the anti-
 anti-interventionists to Flynn and his friends.184 Hoover also shared their 
tendency to demonize their opponents as enemies of the republic.

Now that the war was over, the Roosevelt critics saw the glimmerings 
of a new dawn. “Their smearing days are over, John,” Burton Wheeler had 
written Flynn in the midst of the war, “and the more they try to smear 
people now, the more it is going to react against them when this war is 
over.”185 It was time to expose the real plot against America, and this time 
the FBI was going to help them do it.
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Masters of Deceit: Red Spies and Red 

Hunters in the McCarthy Era

IN THE EARLY YEARS of the cold war, when teams of scientists around the 
world were racing to discover the structure of DNA, an American chemist 
stood out among the contenders as the individual most likely to answer the 
fundamental question about the nature of life. One of the most brilliant sci-
entists of the century, Linus Pauling was the leader of revolutions in quan-
tum chemistry and molecular biology. The California professor had written 
several seminal works in chemistry, including his groundbreaking Nature of 
the Chemical Bond, and he published forty-three scientifi c papers from 1950 
to 1952 alone.1 European scientists, excited by Pauling’s latest research, orga-
nized a meeting in London in May 1952 to discuss his recent discoveries.

There was only one problem: the U.S. government would not allow the 
guest of honor to leave the country. The State Department’s passport offi ce 
decided that permitting Pauling to attend the conference would not be in 
the “best interests of the United States.”2 According to the government, 
the famous professor and antinuclear activist might be a communist.

Pauling’s outspoken leftist politics had fi rst attracted the attention of 
the FBI in 1947.3 At the start of the cold war, he had begun to associate 
himself “in a smaller or larger way with every peace movement that has 
come to my attention,” he proudly recalled.4 The bureau had expanded 
its investigation in 1950 when Louis Budenz, an ex-communist, named 
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Pauling as a potential subversive in testimony that was later thoroughly 
discredited.5 After years of surveillance, government agents could never 
prove that Pauling had even attended a Communist Party meeting.

Nevertheless, throughout the 1950s, agents of the U.S. government 
did their best to ruin Pauling’s career. They prevented him from speak-
ing and traveling, urged private donors to stop funding his lab, and per-
suaded his university to launch an internal investigation of his politics. 
When Pauling denied Party membership under oath, FBI chief J. Edgar 
Hoover responded by urging the Justice Department to prosecute him for 
perjury.6

It was Hoover’s suspicions that lay behind the passport division’s deci-
sion to prohibit Pauling from attending the scientifi c meeting held in his 
honor.7 Some scholars have speculated that he suffered his greatest scien-
tifi c disappointment as a result. Had he been allowed to attend the con-
ference, he might have seen the X-ray images of DNA taken by British 
scientists, and he, rather than the Cambridge University team of James 
Watson and Francis Crick, might have solved the riddle of the double helix.8

Despite his disappointment in DNA research, Pauling did win the Nobel 
Prize for chemistry in 1954. Some U.S. offi cials argued against allowing 
him to travel to Sweden to accept it.9

The story of the U.S. government’s harassment of Linus Pauling is, at 
fi rst glance, a perplexing mystery. Why, in the midst of the cold war, did 
government offi cials actively impede the work of one of its greatest sci-
entists, a researcher who could help to advance the frontiers of American 
science and showcase the superiority of capitalism? The answer lies in 
the conspiracy theory of communist subversion. This theory prompted 
America’s internal security agency to identify one of its most innovative 
minds as an enemy of the state.

There were real reasons for Americans to fear communist spies dur-
ing the cold war. Communists had, after all, spied on the U.S. government, 
especially during the U.S.-Soviet alliance of World War II. But the combi-
nation of defections by some key spies, good counterintelligence work by 
the FBI, and a strict loyalty-security program effectively destroyed this 
conspiracy. By 1951, when Senator Joseph McCarthy made headlines by 
denouncing a conspiracy “so immense” at the highest levels of the U.S. 
government, there were no Soviet spies of any importance remaining 
within the government.
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Just when the U.S. government was winning the war on Soviet espio-
nage, many Americans became convinced that they were losing it, and los-
ing badly. And they reacted with panic. The post–World War II Red Scare 
cost thousands of people their careers, cast suspicion on the highest offi -
cials of the government, and discredited progressive politics for a genera-
tion, all because some Americans feared a defunct conspiracy, a conspiracy 
that communist defectors and the FBI had already destroyed.

The public revelation of the real but obsolete conspiracy of communist 
espionage inspired one of the most consequential conspiracy theories in 
U.S. history. Conspiracy theorists exaggerated the story of the espionage 
plot until it became unrecognizable; in their telling, it became the expla-
nation for America’s supposed “impotency,” as Joe McCarthy said, after 
World War II.

The public offi cials who promoted this conspiracy theory used all of 
the powers of the secret agencies of the government to smash the phan-
tom conspirators. Ironically, when these public offi cials began to conspire 
against the supposed red plotters, they would lay the foundation for a new 
generation of conspiracy theories about the government.

FROM THE TIME they seized power in 1917, Lenin and the Bolsheviks wor-
ried about the “countless conspiracies and countless attempts against Soviet 
power by people who are infi nitely stronger than us.”10 To combat these 
plots, the new Soviet state set up its own conspiratorial organizations, the 
most extensive and dreaded security agencies in the world at the time. Some 
of these Soviet agents began coming to the United States in the 1920s as 
part of a coordinated campaign to glean industrial secrets from U.S. busi-
nesses. The Soviets’ industrial espionage program was extremely successful 
over the years, with one American chemist, Harry Gold of Philadelphia, 
earning the Order of the Red Star for his efforts in helping the Soviets to 
unravel the mysteries of synthetic rubber, nylon, and photo processing.11

In 1933, after the United States opened diplomatic relations with the 
Soviets, Soviet spies expanded their operations to include the U.S. gov-
ernment as well as American industry.12 Because of their respect for U.S. 
power in the world, the Soviets were tantalized by the possibility of gain-
ing an insider’s view of the workings of U.S. foreign policy. “In world 
politics, the U.S. is the determining factor,” Moscow offi cials wrote in 
one memo to their spies in America. “There are no problems, even those 
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‘purely’ European, in whose solution America does not take part because 
of its economic and fi nancial strength.”13 To discover America’s proposed 
solutions to these problems, Soviet agents posing as diplomats began to 
recruit American case offi cers, who were charged with fi nding and manag-
ing sources who worked in key U.S. government agencies.14

The most signifi cant of these early case offi cers was a young New Yorker 
named Whittaker Chambers. A talented writer, Chambers took charge of 
a cell of secret communists in the Roosevelt administration in 1934 and 
encouraged them to steal information. Chambers’s sources included some 
upwardly mobile young bureaucrats, including a lawyer in the Agriculture 
Department, Alger Hiss, who would later become a counsel to the Nye 
Committee and then a mid-ranking offi cial at the State Department, and 
economist Harry Dexter White, who was later appointed assistant secre-
tary of the treasury.15

But in the late 1930s, Stalin’s fear of conspiracy helped to ruin many 
of the networks that his agents had built. Fearing enemies within, the 
Russians turned on some of their own best agents, snatching them off 
the street, charging them with treason against the Soviet state, and order-
ing them back to Moscow, where they were often tried and executed. 
The purges disillusioned and terrifi ed many agents, including Chambers. 
In 1938, alienated from his former comrades and fearful that he might 
become a victim of the purges himself, Chambers left the Soviet under-
ground and went into hiding. The next year, as the Soviets and the Nazis 
signed a nonaggression pact and World War II began in Europe, he told 
his story of secret communists within the government to an offi cial in the 
Roosevelt administration.16

At fi rst, the U.S. government failed to take Chambers seriously, as State 
Department offi cials and FBI agents found the tale told by the disheveled, 
mumbling defector less than credible. For his part, Chambers was ambiva-
lent about informing on his old friends, and he was deliberately vague and 
somewhat hostile to his government interrogators. The FBI opened fi les on 
those he named but did not immediately pressure them to leave the gov-
ernment.17 Chambers emerged from hiding and settled into a new career as 
a journalist at Time, where he told a few friends of his former life as a spy. 
Despite the dangers posed by this critical defection, Soviet espionage in 
the United States continued to thrive. New case offi cers went on to recruit 
dozens more American agents.
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The war soon provided an unprecedented opportunity for Soviet 
spies in the United States. After the Nazis attacked the Soviet Union in 
June 1941, President Roosevelt opened the fl ow of Lend-Lease supplies 
and began shipping food, oil, Army boots, jeeps, machine guns, tanks, and 
fi ghter planes to the country that would ultimately lose more than twenty 
million lives fi ghting Hitler. Besides sharing supplies, the U.S. government 
also began to share some intelligence with the Soviets, even when Stalin 
refused to reciprocate. As the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff wrote in 1943, 
“Even if we get no information from the Russians it is still, on the narrow-
est view, to our advantage to put into the hands of the Russians the means 
of killing more Germans.”18

But the U.S. government kept some secrets from Stalin, secrets that the 
Soviets tried to discover on their own. Wartime Soviet intelligence agents 
created a network of military, industrial, and government spies who fun-
neled valuable information to the U.S.S.R. They put their greatest effort 
into infi ltrating the atomic bomb project. Klaus Fuchs, a German refugee 
physicist hired by the British for the project, and Theodore Hall, a young 
American scientist, passed secret information on the bomb from their 
posts in Los Alamos.19 Machinist David Greenglass provided some sketches 
that confi rmed their data. Harry Gold, the Soviets’ most signifi cant indus-
trial spy, worked as a courier for both Greenglass and Fuchs, slipping their 
documents under his coat after anxious meetings on busy bridges in Santa 
Fe or in cramped apartments in Albuquerque. Besides Fuchs and Hall, 
other nuclear scientists and engineers in Canada, Tennessee, Chicago, and 
Berkeley also helped the Soviets.20 Thanks to the stolen data, the U.S.S.R. 
tested its own bomb in 1949, probably about one to two years earlier than 
it would have on its own.21

The FBI knew the general outlines of this atomic espionage conspiracy, 
though none of its details. Thanks to their surveillance of the Communist 
Party leader Steve Nelson, bureau agents had learned that a graduate stu-
dent and a research fellow in the Berkeley radiation laboratory were pass-
ing information on the bomb project to Nelson and the Soviets. To try to 
catch these spies, the bureau stepped up its surveillance of Nelson and sent 
125 additional agents to the San Francisco Bay Area.22 It was foolhardy 
for the Soviets to use Nelson as a spy, because his role in espionage would 
later provide ammunition for those who argued that membership in the 
Communist Party was equivalent to treason.
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The Soviets also received important military information from a ring 
of communist spies in New York headed by Julius Rosenberg. A thin, 
intense Stalinist, Rosenberg recruited a group of his fellow engineers, 
many of them friends from his college days in the Young Communist 
League. Rosenberg also recruited his brother-in-law, David Greenglass, 
after the young sergeant was stationed at Los Alamos, though Greenglass’s 
knowledge was crude compared to the disquisitions on nuclear physics that 
the Russians received from Fuchs. Julius’s wife, Ethel, helped him with his 
espionage, but was not a major spy in her own right.23

Besides the Rosenberg group and the atom spies, a third signifi cant 
Soviet wartime spy ring provided key political and military informa-
tion. Centered in Washington, D.C., this network was run by Elizabeth 
Bentley. The product of a long line of Republican Episcopalians in New 
Milford, Connecticut, Bentley later claimed that her idealism led her to 
the Communist Party. This was partly true, but she was also drawn to the 
excitement of belonging to an organization that horrifi ed her family and 
hometown. The thirty-year-old Vassar graduate started her espionage in 
1938 as an assistant to her lover, who was one of the top Soviet agents in 
the United States. When he died in 1943, she took over his job. She made 
twice-monthly trips from her home in Manhattan to Washington, where 
she met with sources, soothed their anxieties, and collected their docu-
ments. One of her agents received information directly from Chambers’s 
old source, now a high-ranking Treasury Department offi cial, Harry Dexter 
White, who continued to pass information to the Soviets despite the defec-
tion of his former case offi cer. She discreetly tucked rolls of microfi lm into 
her knitting bag, which she shared with her Soviet controllers.24

Like most of the communist spies in this era, Bentley’s sources received 
no money for their efforts. In fact, thanks to the hefty dues imposed by the 
Party, they paid for the privilege of working for what they saw as the uto-
pian goal of worldwide communism. During the Depression, they had seen 
professionals selling apples to survive, children eating out of trashcans, 
and millions malnourished, while government offi cials destroyed food. “In 
that period of passionate conviction,” explained one American communist, 
Hope Hale Davis, “I could not understand anyone’s being merely a theo-
retical Marxist.”25

Moreover, during the war, the Soviet Union was allied with the United 
States. Some Americans spied because they disagreed with their govern-
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ment’s decision to withhold crucial information from their ally in the bat-
tle against fascism. In particular, the atomic spies disagreed with the U.S. 
government’s refusal to share nuclear information with the Soviets, which, 
they believed, showed that Americans were conspiring to use the bomb to 
establish global hegemony. Alan Nunn May, a Canadian who spied on the 
atomic project for the Soviets, later insisted that he was trying to ensure 
the “safety of mankind” by preventing one power from monopolizing the 
bomb. In this view, sharing information brought safety, even survival; by 
contrast, secrecy bred fear, conspiracy, and domination.26

The offi cial conspiracy theorists at the FBI chased after many of these 
spies, especially those in the atomic program. Though they had little success 
during the war, the hunt for red spies in the early 1940s would profoundly 
infl uence Hoover and the FBI and U.S.-Soviet relations for years to come.27

Ever since the Bolshevik Revolution, Hoover had believed that commu-
nism was “the most evil, monstrous conspiracy against man since time 
began—a conspiracy to shape the future of the world.”28 As he received 
increasing numbers of reports of Soviet spying in the United States during 
the war, he found more evidence for his conviction that the communists 
were “masters of deceit,” as he would title his 1958 book.

Then, just after the end of the war, Elizabeth Bentley knitted together 
all of the disparate strands of the conspiracy for Hoover. In 1945, teetering 
on the edge of panic and paranoia, Bentley grew convinced that the FBI was 
about to arrest her, which was not true, and that her thuggish Russian con-
trollers were thinking of assassinating her, which was. In November 1945, 
she went to the FBI’s New York fi eld offi ce to give a complete report to the 
bureau and to save herself from Stalin’s assassins. The New York operatives 
sent an urgent telegram to Washington in the middle of the night alerting 
FBI headquarters to this stunning development: the voluntary defection 
of a woman who “furnished information relative to a Russian espionage 
ring with which she was affi liated and which is presently operating in this 
country.”29 At 2 a.m. panicked FBI clerks began rifl ing through fi les for 
evidence to corroborate her story.30 Thus began the Great Spy Scare of the 
1940s and 1950s.

As he read Bentley’s statement, Hoover became more convinced that 
all American communists were engaged in a massive conspiracy to subvert 
and destroy the republic. She named dozens of Americans who had coop-
erated with Soviet intelligence during the war. Most of her sources were 
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mid-ranking bureaucrats, but a few had held infl uential positions: Lauchlin 
Currie, one of a half-dozen special assistants to President Roosevelt, had 
passed along a few bits of information orally, she said, and Harry Dexter 
White had been a “valuable adjunct” who stole some documents and tried 
to infl uence policy. She had also heard that a man at the State Department 
named Hiss—she could not remember his fi rst name; was it Eugene?—
spied for Soviet military intelligence.31 This confi rmed the FBI’s preexist-
ing suspicion of Alger Hiss, whom Chambers had named years before.32 In 
response to the new information from Bentley and from another defector 
in Canada, the FBI began to wiretap and spy on Hiss, and State Department 
offi cials successfully pressured him to leave the government.33

On November 30, 1945, the FBI presented Bentley with the results of 
her confession: a 107-page, typed statement packed with all of the names 
she had given them—those of her brutal controllers, her skittish gov-
ernment sources, and her former lovers and friends. At the last minute, 
she refused to sign. “She characterized the Americans’ activities as being 
motivated by an ideology,” an FBI memo explained, “and that they felt 
that the information they obtained was to help an ally.” The agents per-
sisted. They did not have to remind her that she had a selfi sh interest in 
helping the government. She had no immunity agreement, and wartime 
espionage, even for an ally, was a capital offense. Bentley fi nally signed 
the statement.34

But the FBI and the Justice Department prosecutors still had no case. It 
was Bentley’s word against the people she accused, and she had not saved 
any documents to prove her accusations. To gather more evidence, the FBI 
decided to run her as a double agent: she pretended to continue working for 
the Soviets, while the bureau followed her and remained in the shadows, 
collecting evidence for future trials.

Unfortunately for the FBI’s case, the Soviets learned immediately of 
Bentley’s defection. The head of Soviet counterintelligence for the British 
secret service, Kim Philby, was one of a handful of American and British 
security offi cials to be briefed on Bentley. Philby also happened to be a 
Soviet mole himself. He informed Moscow of her defection while she was 
still giving her statement. Soviet offi cials immediately contacted all of her 
sources, and any agents who might have known her sources, and told them 
to stop spying. In response to this unprecedented security breach, they 
rolled up their spy networks in the United States.35 A few years later, they 
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reactivated some atomic and military spies who had not known Bentley, 
but the FBI soon either caught these agents or forced them to fl ee.

Philby’s information gave the Soviets the chance to save their American 
spies. But though Soviet intelligence saved its agents from prison, it did so 
only by turning them into ex-agents. Any attempts to reestablish contact 
with their agents could “lead to fatal consequences,” Moscow controllers 
wrote their new station chief in Washington. In the new era, the Soviets 
in America were reduced to clipping newspapers, complaining about anti-
Soviet American movies, and reporting on internal embassy disputes.36 The 
KGB later resumed spying in the United States, but only when it found 
some mercenary Americans willing to spy in return for huge payments. It 
would take many years for Soviet espionage in America to recover from 
the damage caused by this one defection.

ONCE BENTLEY EXPOSED the real conspiracy of Soviet espionage in the 
U.S. government, the government had to decide how to respond to what 
could be seen as a monumental security fi asco. The most important actors 
in this drama were the president and the FBI director, who had very dif-
ferent views on the magnitude and current signifi cance of the communist 
conspiracy in the United States.

Although he would become a fervent cold warrior committed to stop-
ping the expansion of Soviet communism throughout the world, in 1945 
President Truman did not think that communists in the United States 
posed much of a threat. He distrusted the FBI, which he regarded privately 
as a “Gestapo,” and disliked Hoover, who consistently exaggerated the 
Soviet espionage threat, in Truman’s view.37 The excitable Hoover deluged 
Truman with memos about every credible and not so credible rumor of 
communist sympathizers in the government. In one memo from 1946, for 
example, Hoover warned Truman about the alleged un-American tenden-
cies of Undersecretary of State Dean Acheson, former vice president Henry 
Wallace, former undersecretary of war John McCloy, and many other emi-
nent and patriotic Democrats.38

Bizarrely, while Truman received these unfi ltered reports of unsub-
stantiated gossip, he never learned of the Army’s successful code-breaking 
operation, known as Venona, in which military cryptographers deciphered 
Soviet wartime cables and found proof for some of Bentley’s charges. The 
head of the Army Security Agency insisted that the president should never 



92  •  Real Enemies

be told about Venona.39 The president thus saw little proof of a real espionage
conspiracy but heard many tales told by self-interested and alarmist con-
spiracists. Given this incomplete and biased data, Truman soon learned to 
be skeptical of everything Hoover told him.

Hoover reciprocated with unrestrained loathing for the president. 
According to one of his assistants, “Hoover’s hatred of Truman knew no 
bounds.”40 The president infuriated Hoover by creating a new Central 
Intelligence Group (later the CIA) to handle foreign intelligence and limit-
ing the bureau to domestic work. In Hoover’s view, Truman did not under-
stand the importance of the FBI to U.S. national security, in part because 
the president underestimated the danger of domestic communism.

Not surprisingly, given his disdain for the unfounded allegations that 
the FBI chief sent him almost daily, Truman paid little attention to Hoover’s 
warnings about the treasonous activities of Harry Dexter White. Despite 
Bentley’s and Chambers’s charges, Truman nominated White to be the 
executive director of the International Monetary Fund in January 1946. To 
Truman, the stories about White were unbelievable. The famed economist 
was the architect of the premier capitalist postwar institutions, the IMF and 
the World Bank. Not only was he clearly devoted to global free trade and 
exchangeable, capitalist currencies, but he also worked with other American 
offi cials to ensure U.S. dominance of the postwar economic order.41 Because 
he trusted White and doubted the FBI, Truman ignored Hoover’s warn-
ings about White’s alleged Soviet sympathies until after he had sent his 
nomination to the Senate.42 White would direct the IMF for less than a year 
before he resigned, in part because of pressure from the FBI.43

In Hoover’s view, Truman’s decision to promote White proved that his 
administration was infested with communist agents and their dupes. What 
else could explain the president’s decision to name a suspected spy to such 
a high post? In response, Hoover started a covert war against his president, 
a sort of internal government conspiracy aimed at discrediting those who 
he thought refused to take the communist conspiracy seriously enough. 
He began leaking top-secret information to Republicans in Congress who 
suspected communist infl uence in the Truman White House, giving them 
fi les, suggesting witnesses for their investigations, and even sending them 
lists of questions to ask. As one FBI memo reported, the bureau wanted to 
use anticommunists in Congress “in order to properly and factually bring 
before the American public what Communist activity has been going on in 
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the government for many years.”44 In this way, Hoover could expose the 
blunders of his enemies in the White House while controlling the release 
of the information so that the president and his aides, not the FBI, would 
take the blame for past mistakes.45

Increasingly paranoid about his enemies in the White House, Hoover 
even began to fear that Truman might be planning some sort of ploy to dis-
credit Bentley’s accusations, which, thanks to Philby, the FBI had not been 
able to prove and which were still secret as the presidential election of 1948 
approached. He thought that Truman’s attorney general might attempt to 
prosecute the Bentley case without corroborating evidence because he knew 
it would fail. As one FBI offi cial explained, the president would “then be in 
a position in 1948 to say that such charges of Communist infi ltration made 
by Republicans were investigated by the bureau and shown to be without 
foundation.”46 Hoover projected his own Machiavellian tendencies onto the 
president and resolved to fi ght him with all the weapons available to him.

By 1948, as the campaign began, Hoover took his crusade against the 
administration to its logical—and disloyal—conclusion: he began using his 
power to ensure that Truman was not reelected. He leaked his secret fi le 
on the president to Truman’s Republican opponent, Thomas Dewey. Most 
of the fi le consisted of rumors of the president’s corruption years earlier 
when he was a political boss in Missouri.47

Unlike earlier conspiracy theorists who suspected the government of 
various crimes, however, Hoover was not an antistatist. He believed that 
the state had an important role to play in protecting Americans from 
overt enemies abroad and concealed enemies at home. In fact, he thought 
the state—particularly his arm of the state—should have more secret power. 
He was, however, opposed to the administration temporarily in control of the 
state and determined to turn it out of offi ce. As the election approached, he 
began giving congressmen one fi le that he thought they needed to protect 
the state’s security and confront the current government. It was marked 
“Elizabeth Bentley, Internal Security, Espionage.”48 Hoover planned to 
make the Bentley case public, in the proper congressional venue and at the 
proper time. He could not, however, control his star witness.

BENTLEY HAD LED a rather glamorous life as a spy: good money, luxuri-
ous vacations, and frequent dinners in New York’s best restaurants. But 
the FBI did not pay nearly as well as the KGB, and furthermore, it seemed 
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to be making little progress on her case. After more than two years as a 
double agent, she began thinking about making her story public in hopes 
of landing a lucrative deal with a book publisher. When she mentioned her 
intentions to her FBI supervisors, however, they prohibited her from talk-
ing to reporters.49 Hoover wanted to manage when and how the Bentley 
story reached the public. But in direct defi ance of the FBI’s orders, Bentley 
contacted an ex-communist reporter on New York’s Scripps-Howard news-
paper and began to tell her tale.50

The New York World-Telegram broke the story on July 20, 1948. 
Deciding that a good spy story would be even better with a suggestion of 
sex, the editors dubbed her the “blond spy queen.” The story of the red 
queen, whose “gnawing pangs of conscience” had driven her to the FBI, 
created an instant sensation in Washington.51 Within days, Bentley was 
on a train to Washington to testify before two congressional committees, 
including the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC).

Bentley’s spy story served the interests of an increasingly powerful 
conservative lobby that was determined to discredit liberal offi cials and 
their policies by associating them with communists. Since its birth in 1938, 
HUAC had been crusading to destroy communist infl uence in the country, 
which meant, in the views of most HUAC members, the destruction of the 
New Deal itself. Its chairman, J. Parnell Thomas of New Jersey, claimed 
that New Dealers worked “hand in glove with the Communist Party,” and 
a powerful Democratic member, John Rankin of Mississippi, dismissed 
civil rights for African Americans as “communistic bunk.”52 A new mem-
ber of the committee, Richard Nixon of California, had recently defeated 
the popular incumbent congressman from his district by falsely implying 
that he was in league with subversives and communists.53

The committee received help from a loosely organized group of a few 
hundred journalists, priests, businessmen, and ex-communists that had 
been working diligently for years to expose what they saw as the hid-
den infl uence of communism in American life. The businessmen funded 
the anticommunist network, the journalists disseminated its message, and 
the ex-communists compiled lists of their former comrades to investi-
gate.54 Most important, Hoover and the FBI used the secret powers of 
the government to gather information on these alleged subversives and 
funnel it to the red hunters on HUAC. Like Hoover, most of the members 
of the network were sincere in their deep aversion to communism, but 
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many of them also saw the political advantages of linking liberalism with 
Bolshevism.

Some of the leaders of the anticommunist network had already estab-
lished careers as antigovernment conspiracists. John T. Flynn, a journal-
ist and the Nye Committee consultant and early Pearl Harbor skeptic, 
continued his critique of statism with best-selling books. Flynn smoothly 
transferred his suspicion of Woodrow Wilson and Franklin Roosevelt to 
the newest Democrat in the White House. Soon he would begin construct-
ing an ambitious theory linking the supposed Roosevelt treachery at Pearl 
Harbor to the triumph of communism in Asia.

In 1947, as the Republicans took control of Congress, Thomas took 
charge of HUAC, and he trolled for headlines by exposing communists in 
the movie industry. However, by 1948, Democrats sensed that the commit-
tee was losing public support. Truman felt confi dent enough to assail it as 
“more un-American than the activities it is investigating.”55 Then Bentley 
gave it new life.

Bentley’s public charges before HUAC in August 1948 seemed straight 
out of pulp fi ction. She told of surreptitious meetings on street corners, 
knitting bags bulging with microfi lm, and secret formulas scrawled on 
scraps of paper. Most important, she alleged that more than twenty men 
and women in the U.S. government had betrayed their country and know-
ingly passed information to the Soviets, now the country’s worst enemy. 
“We knew about D-Day long before D-Day happened,” she said, drawing 
on her cigarette, “and we were right.”56 No one on the committee noted 
that top U.S. military offi cers had of course given a D-Day briefi ng to the 
Soviets before the invasion since they were American allies at the time.

Bentley’s charges were sensational, but she had no proof for them. As 
a result, liberal commentators soon began painting her as a fantasist and a 
sociopath. They argued, in essence, that Bentley had middle-aged crushes 
on the men she accused and that she had responded to their rejections by 
inventing vicious lies.57 But the Republicans on HUAC wanted to believe 
her, for she validated their dire warnings about the dangers of communists 
in America. If she was telling the truth, then there had indeed been com-
munist traitors working in the New Deal administration. To many con-
servatives, her testimony seemed to give credence to the notion that the 
expansion of government power in the United States had actually been 
part of a communist plot. Desperate to fi nd a corroborating witness, the 
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committee staff decided to subpoena a man known in anticommunist cir-
cles for making similar charges. In Whittaker Chambers, the red hunters 
found their witness.

In a packed congressional hearing room, with the hum of movie cam-
eras and the pop of fl ashbulbs in the background, the repentant ex-spy made 
his confession. Chambers supported Bentley’s story, though he was as vul-
nerable as the spy queen to charges of delusional psychosis. Slouching and 
unkempt, he told the committee of his own long strange journey through 
the “insidious evil” of the communist underground. In the mid-1930s, he 
testifi ed, he had supervised a group of American communists who had 
infi ltrated the New Deal. According to Chambers, two of his agents had 
attained signifi cant positions: Harry White, who had also been named 
by Bentley in her public testimony, and Alger Hiss, who had not. At this 
early stage, Chambers accused the men of being part of a “secret, sinister, 
and enormously powerful force” bent on enslaving Americans. He did not 
accuse them of spying.58 However, he explained, every communist was a 
potential spy. “Disloyalty,” he testifi ed, “is a matter of principle with every 
member of the Communist Party.”59 White and Hiss angrily denied the 
charges and demanded the chance to respond.

Harry White gave the Democrats a great boost when he eloquently 
affi rmed his innocence before HUAC. “The principles in which I believe, 
and by which I live,” he testifi ed, “make it impossible for me to ever do a 
disloyal act or anything against the interests of our country.”60 The bril-
liant economist’s polished, confi dent demeanor contrasted favorably with 
Bentley’s clearly mercenary performance and Chambers’s gloomy mum-
blings. As White parried the committee’s questions, the audience responded 
with enthusiastic applause. Three days later, he died of a massive heart 
attack. A few fringe anticommunists suggested that he had been “liqui-
dated” by fellow communists or had faked his death and escaped to the 
Soviet Union.61 But the liberal outrage following his death convinced most 
red hunters to drop the White case—for the moment.

As the most important accused spy still living, Alger Hiss took on tre-
mendous symbolic power. A Harvard Law graduate who had impressed 
even his most distinguished professors, Hiss had always exuded the kind of 
self-confi dence and quiet intelligence that prompted others to predict that 
he was bound for greatness.62 In his testimony, Hiss denied even knowing 
Chambers, let alone sharing secrets with him in the 1930s. He relied on his 
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résumé and his connections to support his contention that he was hardly 
“the concealed enemy,” as Chambers called him, but a trusted friend of 
Supreme Court justices and Secretary of State Dean Acheson. He had 
advised Franklin Roosevelt at the wartime Yalta conference; he had served 
as temporary secretary general at the founding conference of the United 
Nations. He could not be a traitor.

Hiss’s shrewdest antagonist on the committee was the freshman con-
gressman from Orange County, Richard Nixon. Already a seasoned anti-
communist, Nixon was as angered by Hiss’s condescending attitude as he 
was by his alleged crimes. Nixon pressed the witness until Hiss fi nally 
admitted that he might have known Chambers under another name—but 
not, he insisted, as a fellow communist.

When Hiss dared his accuser to repeat his charges outside the privi-
leged halls of Congress, Chambers obliged. “Alger Hiss,” he told a panel 
of reporters on Meet the Press, “was a Communist and may be now.”63 In 
response, Hiss sued him for slander. He had no reason to believe that he 
would lose. After all, Chambers had never given any hint that he had been 
more resourceful than Bentley and saved documents to prove his claims.

The Hiss-Chambers case seemed destined to end in a standoff: both 
men insisted that they were telling the truth, but neither one was able 
to prove it. The Truman administration responded by vigorously counter-
attacking the spy hunters. The president assailed HUAC throughout his 
1948 reelection campaign, agreeing with a reporter’s characterization of its 
espionage inquiry as a “red herring.”64 After he won a surprising victory in 
November, Truman believed that he had the political muscle to smash the 
committee’s conspiracy theories about the communization of America. He 
hoped to persuade the House to abolish HUAC in the next congressional 
session.65

But the mysterious Chambers had more surprises to reveal. As he met 
with his lawyers to plan his defense against Hiss’s slander suit, he admitted 
that there was “something missing” in his earlier charges. Hiss was more 
than a communist: he had been a Soviet spy, Chambers said, and he had 
the papers to prove it. Chambers led HUAC investigators to the edge of 
his Maryland farm. He reached into a hollowed-out pumpkin and trium-
phantly extracted some microfi lmed State Department documents dating 
from his spy days. He had hidden a stash of microfi lm and papers—his 
life preserver, he called it—soon after his defection, and had just recently 
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moved the microfi lm to the pumpkin.66 The documents included memos 
dating from the 1930s in Hiss’s and White’s handwriting.

THE “PUMPKIN PAPERS” became iconic to conservatives because they pro-
vided written proof of a real conspiracy by two New Dealers. These con-
servatives had argued for years that Roosevelt’s liberalism was a form of 
treason; here, they believed, was the evidence they had long sought, in the 
form of yellowed notepaper and tiny strips of fi lm.

Most historians now agree that the documents were real. There is con-
vincing evidence that Hiss worked for the Soviets in the 1930s, and that he 
was still working for them as late as 1945.67 He received a secret commen-
dation from the Soviets soon after the Yalta conference.68 Over the years, he 
gave the Soviets insight into the inner workings of the Roosevelt adminis-
tration: which offi cials, for example, would be most likely to favor a Soviet 
request for a loan, and which ones were inveterate anticommunists.

However, as a midlevel functionary, Hiss did not have a lot of infl uence. 
Most historians have concluded that he played a small role at the Yalta confer-
ence. His one major suggestion there was, in fact, contrary to the interests of 
the Soviet Union: he recommended that the president deny Stalin’s demand 
for three votes in the United Nations Assembly. Roosevelt ignored him.69 In 
short, Hiss probably did steal documents and information for the commu-
nists, but his power to infl uence U.S. foreign policy was quite limited.

Like Hiss, White was indeed guilty of espionage. Newly released docu-
ments show that he met with Soviet agents and passed them some infor-
mation.70 Also like Hiss, he was not able to—or did not want to—change 
U.S. foreign policy to suit the Soviets.71 Furthermore, in helping to create 
the International Monetary Fund, he ultimately strengthened capitalism 
throughout the world during the cold war. As his fellow communist econo-
mist (and spy) Harry Magdoff later said, “If Harry Dexter White was a 
Soviet spy … he wasn’t a very good one.”72

President Truman and other liberal anticommunists tried desperately 
to calm public anxieties by insisting that the government had already 
caught and punished the conspirators. Most important, Truman expanded 
the loyalty program for government workers, which purged almost all 
of the potential ideologically motivated spies from the government (as 
well as thousands of innocents). A KGB offi cer complained to Moscow in 
1950 that it was impossible to recruit new agents because of the “current 
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fascist atmosphere in the U.S.”73 The Soviets were forced to abandon the 
Communist Party as a recruiting ground for spies and to begin the modern 
practice of paying Americans to spy for them.74

Yet in 1949 and 1950, a series of terrifying events gave credibility to 
the conspiracists’ charges that enemies still lurked within the U.S. gov-
ernment. On September 23, 1949, President Truman announced that the 
Soviets had exploded their own atomic bomb. Some Republicans charged 
that Congress needed to discover and expel the traitors who had given the 
bomb to the communists and would continue to leak national secrets to 
America’s enemies. “Plainly,” said Representative Harold Velde, “Congress 
must act now unless we want to welcome a second Pearl Harbor with open 
arms.”75

The next month, Mao and the Chinese communists forced their oppo-
nents to fl ee to Formosa. Anticommunist congressmen proclaimed that the 
communists had suddenly altered the global balance of power by adding 
a half-billion people to their side—and that treasonous Americans within 
the government had helped them do it. “Traitors in the high councils of 
our own Government make sure that the deck is stacked on the Soviet side 
of the diplomatic table,” Congressman Nixon argued.76

Who had “lost” China, Nixon and others demanded to know? A New 
York jury seemed to provide part of the answer in January 1950, when it 
convicted Alger Hiss of perjury. To compound the public relations disaster 
for the Truman administration, Secretary of State Dean Acheson defended 
Hiss, saying that he would never turn his back on his friend. Republicans 
pounced on the statement as evidence of the incompetence and subversion 
within the White House. “This,” said Congressman Nixon, “is only a small 
part of the whole shocking story of espionage in the United States.”77

The next week, British offi cials announced that the Soviets had indeed 
stolen some of the information they needed to build a bomb. They arrested 
Klaus Fuchs for giving atomic secrets to the Soviets. Fuchs had been iden-
tifi ed by U.S. Army code breakers who had been diligently trying to deci-
pher Soviet telegrams dating from World War II. British agents confronted 
him and, after some resistance, he agreed to cooperate with the FBI. Fuchs’s 
confession led investigators to his courier, Harry Gold, whose own vol-
uble confession linked Fuchs, Greenglass, Julius Rosenberg, and some of 
Bentley’s sources in a massive spying plot. The Soviets’ inattention to one 
of the basic rules of spycraft—never let one courier handle the documents 
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of different spy rings—led to the destruction of the remaining traces of the 
once-formidable Soviet espionage network in North America. “The circle 
was complete,” wrote Robert Lamphere, the FBI agent in charge of the 
Fuchs-Gold case.78 The battle was won.

Yet in destroying the espionage conspiracy, the FBI also exposed the 
plot’s frightening dimensions. To some, this massive conspiracy seemed to 
explain not just the Soviets’ luck in shaving a year or two off the time it 
took to make a bomb; not just their swift advances in synthesizing rubber, 
or processing fi lm, or improving their airplanes. Instead, it explained noth-
ing less than the course of recent world history.

By 1950 the United States seemed to be on the “losing side” of the 
cold war, in Whittaker Chambers’s words. The communists successfully 
imposed their system on hundreds of millions of people and detonated the 
most powerful weapon in history. Many Americans wanted to know how 
the United States, the strongest and most virtuous country in the world, 
could suffer these reverses. There was only one possible explanation: con-
cealed enemies, proven traitors like Hiss, White, and Fuchs, plus hundreds 
of their unknown comrades, must have weakened America from within. 
All of the elements of the conspiracy theory were in place. It remained for 
one man to put them all together and give them a malicious twist.

SENATOR JOSEPH McCARTHY actually brought two speeches with him to 
the Lincoln Day dinner in Wheeling, West Virginia, in February 1950. One 
speech was on federal housing policies; the other was on high treason com-
mitted by government offi cials. He decided to give the treason speech.79 It 
was an issue that he had used, but not emphasized, in the past. McCarthy 
was facing an uphill battle for reelection in 1952. He needed some excite-
ment to reignite his career, and, in the wake of Fuchs’s confession and 
Hiss’s conviction, he sensed that crying “Traitors!” could provide it.

The speech, delivered to a Republican women’s group, presented the 
theme that McCarthy would exploit for the rest of his career. How, the sen-
ator wanted to know, had the United States come to its present condition 
of “impotency”? The only possible answer, he said, was that un-Americans 
were infesting the government, especially the Department of State. Alger 
Hiss was “representative of a group in the State Department,” which still 
harbored 205 card-carrying communists. The rot started at the top, with 
Secretary of State Acheson, “a pompous diplomat in striped pants, with a 
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phony British accent,” defending the man who had allowed the sellout of 
the “Christian world to the atheistic world.”80

McCarthy was not an original thinker. He had plagiarized much of his 
speech from several sources, including an address by Congressman Nixon 
and articles in right-wing newspapers.81 Nor was he a true believer; unlike 
Hoover, he seemed to focus on communism not because he truly feared it 
but because he saw an opportunity for headlines and reelection. Though 
his charges were recycled, he attracted attention by making them current, 
rather than historical: there were 205 card-carrying communists in the 
State Department at that very minute, he claimed, and furthermore, he 
knew their names.

In fact, he did not. The fi gure of 205 was outdated and infl ated, and 
McCarthy swiftly abandoned it, saying that he had been misquoted. He 
really meant, he said, that there were fi fty-seven government employees 
who were “loyal to the Communist Party,” as opposed to Party members. 
This number came from a 1948 congressional investigation that had com-
piled a list of alleged subversives. By 1950, this list included people who had 
left the government, had been cleared by FBI investigations, or had been 
charged with alcoholism or homosexuality, not communism.82 The senator 
was accusing the Truman administration’s loyalty program of unforgiv-
able laxity, but his charges were simply not true.

As McCarthy fl ogged his story on a speaking tour, his alarming accu-
sations appeared on the front pages of newspapers across the country. On 
February 20 he formally presented his charges to the Senate. For his text, 
he used the fi les from the previous investigation. But McCarthy substan-
tially “improved” the evidence of conspiracy contained in the fi les. With 
a breathtaking disregard for the facts, he invented new accusations on the 
spot, dropped the modifi ers “allegedly” and “reportedly,” and changed 
words to convey a sense of certainty that the previous investigators had 
not shared (“may be” became “is”). At some points, as the historian Robert 
Griffi th has said, “the enormity of his lie was staggering.” McCarthy 
invented charges out of whole cloth, then insisted that he was just reading 
the information in executive branch documents provided to him by loyal 
Americans. “I am not evaluating the information myself,” McCarthy said. 
“I am merely giving what is in the fi le.”83

Republican leaders realized that McCarthy was misrepresenting old 
fi les as explosive new cases. Once, Senator Homer Ferguson, who had 



102  •  Real Enemies

charged conspiracy and whitewash when he served on the Pearl Harbor 
investigation, interrupted McCarthy to ask him why he was taking the 
cases “out of order.”84 He knew that the senator was using an outdated list, 
but he encouraged him nevertheless. In the end, the Republican Party’s 
strong support for McCarthy forced the Democratic majority in the Senate 
to authorize a formal investigation into his charges.

During the inquiry, headed by Senator Millard Tydings of Maryland, 
McCarthy continued his baseless attacks on Truman administration offi -
cials. Men and women who had sympathized with communism decades 
earlier, or simply associated with communists, were smeared as the latest 
Harry White or Alger Hiss. McCarthy leveled his most hyperbolic charges 
against an obscure State Department consultant named Owen Lattimore, 
who, the senator said, was the “top Russian espionage agent” in the United 
States and the “architect of our far eastern policy.”85

The majority of senators on the Tydings Committee denounced 
McCarthy’s charges as “perhaps the most nefarious campaign of half-
truths and untruth in the history of this Republic.” For the fi rst time in 
U.S. history, the committee majority said, “we have seen the totalitarian 
technique of the ‘big lie’ employed on a sustained basis.” The senator, the 
committee concluded, was perpetrating a “fraud and a hoax.”86

Tydings had truth and justice on his side, but his timing was unfortu-
nate. On the same day that he released his report charging McCarthy with 
lying about communist spies, the FBI announced that it had arrested Julius 
Rosenberg. He had committed, in J. Edgar Hoover’s words, the “crime of 
the century.” Rosenberg refused to cooperate, which prompted the FBI to 
arrest his wife the next month in hopes of pressuring him.

The summer of 1950 also marked the start of the Korean War. 
Americans were now fi ghting a shooting war with communists—and the 
communists had the bomb. What, McCarthy charged, were the real causes 
for the war? Plainly, he said, it was a case of treason by “Red counselors” 
in the State Department.

The Korean War and the arrest of the Rosenbergs gave credibility to 
McCarthy’s charges. A wave of fear swept the country, with the Democratic 
Congress voting overwhelmingly to overturn Truman’s veto of a bill that 
would put communists in concentration camps in a “national emergency.” 
When Tydings lost his Senate seat in November, McCarthy seemed invincible. 
He built on his previous charges and dreamed up even more sensational ones.
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McCarthy spun his most reckless conspiracy theories on the Senate 
fl oor in April 1951, when he named Secretary of Defense George Marshall 
and Secretary of State Dean Acheson as Soviet agents.87 How else, he thun-
dered, could anyone explain America’s retreat from victory? “This must be 
the product of a great conspiracy, a conspiracy on a scale so immense as to 
dwarf any previous such venture in the history of man.”88

Many Americans, Democrats and Republicans alike, were horrifi ed by 
McCarthy’s accusations against two cabinet offi cials who had honorably 
served their country for decades. No evidence has ever surfaced suggest-
ing that Marshall, the revered commander of World War II, or Acheson, a 
veteran anticommunist diplomat, ever spied for the Soviet Union. Despite 
the absurdity of his charges, McCarthy maintained and even expanded his 
power. Fearful of losing votes, Republican presidential nominee Dwight 
Eisenhower declined to denounce McCarthy in the 1952 campaign, even 
though Marshall was his friend. When the Republicans won the White 
House and control of Congress that year, McCarthy received a committee 
chairmanship and a platform for his conspiracy mongering.

Other anticommunist conspiracists were exhilarated by McCarthy’s 
fearless attack on the people they had long viewed as the enemies of 
the republic. “God bless Joe McCarthy,” said John T. Flynn in one of his 
radio broadcasts.89 Former senator Burton Wheeler, who lost his seat in 
1946 in part because leftists accused him of participating in a pro-Nazi 
“plot against America,” reveled in McCarthy’s assaults on his torment-
ers. “When you are dealing with crooks and spies,” Wheeler said, “you 
have to be tough and you have to stand up against the criticism of those 
who are being investigated.”90 In Wheeler’s view, it was the investigators 
who were the victims, despite their control of congressional committees 
and the FBI, while the targets of the investigation allegedly held all the 
power.

The anticommunist conspiracists often drew on the same fears as the 
anti-interventionists. To old isolationists like Wheeler and Flynn, Hiss and 
White were dangerous precisely because they had devoted their public 
careers to working for internationalism. Once they were exposed as spies, 
many of the prewar anti-interventionists saw their role in the creation of 
international institutions like the United Nations and the International 
Monetary Fund as a cleverly disguised plot to advance the global interests 
of communism.91 Extremists also pointed out that White was Jewish, and 
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thus allegedly part of the international Jewish conspiracy to control the 
world’s money supply.92

Some of the old anti-interventionists constructed a metaconspiracy 
theory linking Pearl Harbor to the origins of the cold war. They decided 
that White, not Franklin Roosevelt, had provoked the Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor (by allegedly writing the “ultimatum” given to the Japanese 
in November 1941). This was part of the Reds’ long-term plan to manipu-
late the United States into fi ghting the world’s most powerful anticom-
munist countries, Japan and Nazi Germany. In other words, Harry White 
tricked the country into joining World War II as part of a plot to help 
the communists take over the world.93 It was quite a feat for an assistant 
secretary of the treasury, but his critics had no doubts about his ability to 
accomplish it.

Hiss also played a pivotal role in the plot, the conspiracists believed. 
The most important clue to Hiss’s guilt, they believed, was his presence 
at FDR’s side at Yalta, where the president effectively agreed to let the 
Soviets dominate Poland, which they had just liberated from the Germans, 
and allowed them to occupy parts of Asia. (Ironically, many of these anti-
communist conspiracists had not worried about the fate of Eastern Europe 
or Asia when fascists or right-wing imperialists controlled these regions.)

Roosevelt gave Stalin nothing at Yalta that the Soviets “could not have 
taken in any event,” as the historian John Gaddis has said.94 But anticom-
munists saw a plot: according to them, Hiss was a “Svengali-like” manipu-
lator who tricked the U.S. government into handing over Eastern Europe 
and much of Asia to communism. In their view, he wrote the Yalta agree-
ment; he changed crucial language in the declaration on Poland; in fact, he 
stage-managed the entire conference. His crimes were “far worse than any 
theft of diplomatic documents,” some authors maintained.95 Alger Hiss 
was a chief conspirator in the plot to communize the world.

According to Flynn, the “most incredible conspiracy of our time” 
was not Pearl Harbor after all, but the secret efforts by traitors within 
the government to manipulate U.S. foreign policy for years to help Stalin. 
This conspiracy began at Pearl Harbor, continued at Yalta, and achieved its 
greatest victory in the communist takeover of China. “The sheer wicked-
ness of this is so appalling,” Flynn wrote, “that it is diffi cult to credit.”96

In promoting their conspiracy theories, McCarthy and his supporters 
cleverly exploited old and new anxieties about America’s internal enemies. 
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From the start, the Irish American McCarthy explicitly portrayed himself 
as an enemy of the self-satisfi ed, lazy, Anglophile American plutocracy. 
“McCarthyism,” he said proudly, “is Americanism with its sleeves rolled.”97

Many of the “traitors” targeted by McCarthy were actually middle-class 
graduates of public schools in the Midwest.98 But McCarthy and his sup-
porters tried to confl ate the hundreds of State Department employees with 
their dapper boss, Dean Acheson. According to McCarthy, Acheson was 
the “Red Dean of Fashion,” who sported “a lace handkerchief, a silk glove, 
and … a Harvard accent.”99 Conservative congressmen loved to portray 
Acheson as an arrogant dandy who was out of touch with the needs and 
values of “real” Americans.

McCarthy’s genius was to combine old anxieties about rich men in 
fancy suits with new fears of the post–World War II age, such as homo-
sexuality. By repeatedly implying that the accused spies were gay, the 
senator and his supporters refl ected concerns about “unrestrained sexual-
ity” in American life, as the historian K. A. Cuordileone has said.100 Some 
writers even spoke of a “homosexual international” on the model of the 
Communist International, dedicated to subverting American values and 
spreading immorality across the globe.101 On a more practical level, con-
servatives argued that homosexuals in the government were more inclined 
to become spies: they could be blackmailed, and since they lacked moral 
values to begin with, they could be easily subverted.102

But this theory was unfounded. A U.S. government study in 1991 found 
that only six of the 117 American spies uncovered since World War II had 
been homosexual, and sexual orientation did not play an important role 
in those cases.103 Still, in the Truman years alone, more than four hundred 
suspected homosexuals lost their jobs in the State Department—more 
than twice as many gays and lesbians as suspected communists.104 The his-
torian David K. Johnson has estimated that the loyalty-security program 
cost as many as fi ve thousand homosexual government workers their jobs 
by 1960.105

The draconian loyalty program was part of the Truman administra-
tion’s attempt to respond to McCarthy’s charges by appearing as tough 
and unyielding as possible. Truman set up his stringent security program, 
kicked “security risks” out of government by the hundreds, denounced 
communism in all its forms, and continued his fi rm anti-Soviet foreign 
policy. But he remained on the defensive while McCarthy mastered the art 
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of the political attack. “I don’t answer charges, I make them,” McCarthy 
told a Senate subcommittee when it tried to raise the issue of his personal 
fi nancial corruption.106

Many Republicans assumed that McCarthy would stop attacking the 
government once his party was the government. They had won the war 
against the party of “twenty years of treason”; now he could stop fi ghting 
his bloody battles. But McCarthy did not know how to function as a mem-
ber of government. He excelled in the opposition, and he resolved to stay 
there. When he continued his investigations into the Eisenhower years, 
many members of his party began to abandon him. His crusade against 
Army offi cers for promoting a “Red dentist” in New Jersey backfi red 
when the Army counterattacked in televised hearings and exposed him as 
a bully. The Senate censured him in 1954 for his “contempt and abuse” of 
the Senate, and he died in 1957.

McCarthy’s extreme conspiracism had alienated many infl uential anti-
communists, both liberal and conservative. “Those who are sympathetic 
to his cause,” wrote the British author Evelyn Waugh to the conservative 
commentator William F. Buckley, “must deplore his championship of it.”107

Both Time, which loved to ridicule “chuckleheaded ‘liberalism,’ ” and the 
New York Times, which Time regarded as a prime example of this sort of 
chuckleheadedness, labeled him a demagogue.108 Television also helped to 
convince many moderate anticommunists that the senator had gone too 
far, as it showed his bullying tactics to a nationwide audience during the 
Army-McCarthy hearings and provided a platform for liberal journalists 
such as Edward R. Murrow of CBS News to criticize him.109

McCarthy’s strongest supporters, though, viewed the mainstream 
media attacks on their hero as more evidence of the plotters’ grip on the 
levers of power in the United States. Anticommunist conspiracists, despite 
their control of the FBI, several congressional committees, the Hearst, 
Patterson, and McCormick newspapers, and the Hollywood Blacklist, saw 
themselves as besieged victims of a powerful enemy. John T. Flynn, for 
example, wrote in 1949 that true patriots were “defenseless, voiceless, 
intimidated, and broke” because an insidious minority had “gotten into its 
hands a collection of weapons including the government treasury and pay-
roll, the press, the radio, and all the great instruments of communication 
and opinion.”110 Flynn anticipated the New Right’s attack on the “liberal 
media” by more than two decades.
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Despite their fear of the supposedly leftist press, though, the anticom-
munist conspiracists did hope that the country could be saved if it awoke 
from its slumber and cast out the un-Americans. In this sense, their descrip-
tions of the problem, and their solutions, were comfortingly simple: fi nd 
and punish the conspirators. “History does not just happen,” McCarthy 
once explained. “It is made by men—men with names and faces, and the 
only way the course of history can be changed is by getting rid of the spe-
cifi c individuals who we fi nd are bad for America.”111

To combat these individuals, men like Flynn, Gerald Nye, and Burton 
Wheeler—the most vociferous critics of excessive governmental power 
in the 1930s and early 1940s—came to embrace certain kinds of federal 
power by the mid-1950s. They saw the New Deal, with its promise of social 
security, labor union rights, and regulation of the excesses of capitalism, 
as a misguided, even feminized, form of government power. By contrast, 
the FBI and other internal security agencies were examples of necessary, 
muscular government powers. These former skeptics of the government 
became so worried about communists that they reversed their positions 
on government secrecy and on the FBI. Their jeremiads in the 1930s had 
been right: the internal security agency of the federal government was 
expanding its power. But now they were no longer the critics; they were 
the cheering section.

No one was happier about this turn of events than J. Edgar Hoover. 
Already authorized to spy on subversives by President Roosevelt, Hoover 
expanded his domestic spying programs dramatically in the 1950s and early 
1960s. The threat was great, he said, and ordinary citizens could not and 
should not combat it directly. “To meet effectively the Communist subver-
sive thrusts,” Hoover wrote in 1962, “it is essential to employ highly pro-
fessional counterintelligence measures. . . . Modern-day counterintelligence 
… is a task for experts.”112 Flynn, who called the state “the oldest villain in 
history,” apparently saw no contradiction in supporting the expansion of 
state power in this area.113

Unhindered by any oversight, executive or congressional, Hoover’s 
agents used intrusive surveillance methods on suspected subversives: 
wiretaps, bugs, burglaries, informants, and agents provocateurs. The FBI 
also began launching domestic covert actions known as “counterintel-
ligence programs,” COINTELPRO for short. Beginning in 1956, when 
the U.S. Supreme Court made it more difficult for the government 
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to prosecute communists, Hoover started what a Senate committee later 
called a “sophisticated vigilante operation aimed squarely at prevent-
ing the exercise of First Amendment rights of speech and association.”114

Under COINTELPRO, the bureau recruited “informants”—a euphemism 
for “informer”—to infi ltrate the dwindling ranks of the Communist Party, 
disrupt its plans, and discredit its members. Agents of COINTELPRO 
planted “snitch jackets,” or false letters identifying a target as an informer, 
wrote anonymous poison pen letters, and spread rumors about political 
apostasies and marital infi delities. The bureau spared no expense in infi l-
trating the increasingly irrelevant communists. Hoover soon had fi fteen 
hundred informants dedicated to spying on American communists—more 
than one agent for every fi ve members.115

Hoover enlarged COINTELPRO to target hundreds of thousands of 
Americans he considered subversive. The agents moved far beyond sus-
picion of Communist Party membership to monitor law-abiding citizens 
who espoused—in the view of the FBI—vaguely defi ned communist sym-
pathies. By 1960, the bureau maintained 432,000 fi les at its headquarters 
on dissident groups and individuals, and FBI fi eld offi ces around the coun-
try collected an even larger number.116 As before, the agents were not sim-
ply supposed to spy on the groups, but to promote paranoia and discord 
within them. To Hoover, these tactics were justifi ed because he believed 
that the dissidents were part of a broad conspiracy to undermine law and 
order—and respect for institutions such as the FBI.

The countersubversive programs of the McCarthy era counted thou-
sands of victims. The loyalty program, for example, cut short the careers of 
thousands of workers for the federal government and international organi-
zations who had once been communists, defended communists, knew com-
munists, or were allegedly vulnerable to communist blackmail because of 
their sexual orientation. Sylvia Meagher, an analyst with the World Health 
Organization, faced a hearing before a loyalty board simply because she 
questioned the legality of the loyalty program.117 Harold Weisberg, a State 
Department analyst, lost his job in 1947 because of vague charges of “indi-
rect association with representatives of foreign powers.”118 Both of these 
skeptics, and many others like them, would later help to organize the next 
generation of antigovernment conspiracy theorists.

One of the most prominent victims of this offi cial repression was Linus 
Pauling. The years of FBI surveillance never produced any evidence of his 
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disloyalty. “We have contacted every source we could fi nd who might have 
useful information,” one FBI offi cial explained in 1958. “None has identifi ed 
Pauling as [a] Communist Party member.”119 Still, the bureau monitored 
his mail and tracked his movements into the Nixon administration.120 Even 
though his research suffered, Pauling refused to end his peace campaigns. 
In 1958 he published No More War, a call for the end of nuclear testing. He 
and thirteen other scientists sued the Defense Department to stop nuclear 
tests, and he spearheaded a drive by eleven thousand scientists to ask the 
United Nations to stop the tests in all member nations.121

A dangerous “subversive” in his own land, Pauling was hailed as a hero 
and a peacemaker abroad. In 1963, he won a second Nobel Prize for his role in 
ending aboveground nuclear tests. This time, the U.S. government, now headed 
by President John Kennedy, did not try to stop him from collecting his prize.

PAULING AND OTHER TARGETS of FBI surveillance during the Red Scare 
knew that the government was watching them. They also knew that many of 
the red hunters in the government relied on exaggerations and outright lies. To 
the victims of these lies and programs, the conservative anticommunist leaders 
seemed more than overzealous or misguided. They seemed to have a plan.

To some progressives, only one thing could explain the hysteria over 
domestic communism: a conspiracy by right-wingers to destroy the New 
Deal, discredit radical ideas, and smother the hope of progressive change 
in postwar America. According to Owen Lattimore, the man Joe McCarthy 
had called the “top Soviet spy in America,” the real goal of the red hunt-
ers was to persuade Americans “that the man who thinks independently 
thinks dangerously and for an evil, disloyal purpose.”122 Some progres-
sives, including former vice president Henry Wallace and former ambas-
sador Joseph Davies, even came to believe in 1950 that anticommunist 
extremists were plotting an antigovernment coup.123

For his part, Pauling could not understand why the U.S. government 
had pursued the self-defeating policy of trying to destroy him. The answer, 
he decided, was that the anticommunist conspiracy theorists were them-
selves part of a great American conspiracy. Hoover, the FBI, and the “mili-
tary-industrial complex” were conspiring to silence progressive American 
voices. The real un-Americans, Pauling believed, were the extreme anti-
communists.124 Hoover’s offi cial conspiracies and conspiracism had inspired 
an entirely different set of fears.
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And so the right-wing antigovernment conspiracy theories of the 
1950s helped to spawn left-wing antigovernment conspiracy theories of 
the 1960s. In a mirror image of Whittaker Chambers’s “concealed ene-
mies,” left-wing conspiracists came to believe that concealed enemies on 
the right—the forces of reaction—had captured key parts of the govern-
ment. If the real “masters of deceit” worked for powerful, secret agencies 
of the U.S. government, then there was no telling what they might do to 
achieve their reactionary goals. They might even try to kill the president.



4
The Dealey Plaza Irregulars: 

The JFK Assassination and the Collapse 

of Trust in the 1960s

IN FEBRUARY 1964, three months after the assassination that shattered her 
world, Shirley Martin packed her four children and her dog into her car 
and drove seven hours southwest to Dallas. With a recorder concealed in 
her armpit and her kids in tow, she tracked down the people she was sure 
could help her learn the truth. On this and several subsequent trips, she 
interviewed more than fi fty people who had information about the assas-
sination of President John F. Kennedy, including the priest who gave him 
the last rites, the woman who shared her house with the accused assas-
sin, Lee Harvey Oswald, and his family, and the furniture salesman who 
stood close to the limousine when the fatal shot hit. Mrs. Martin’s hus-
band used a stopwatch to check the FBI’s time frame for Oswald’s alleged 
movements.1 Before the assassination, Shirley Martin had been a house-
wife from Hominy, Oklahoma. But now she had a calling: she was going to 
discover who had killed the president.

Martin was not alone. Maggie Field, a Beverly Hills housewife, fi lled 
her spacious home with scrapbooks, fi le boxes, and seventy-fi ve charts 
detailing the names and locations of witnesses and other known facts of 
the assassination.2 A bookkeeper from Los Angeles, Lillian Castellano, sent 
for a map of the Dallas sewer system to see if another assassin might have 
hidden in a storm drain.3 Sylvia Meagher, an analyst for the World Health 



Organization in New York, spent six months making an annotated index 
to the offi cial government report on the assassination, which she termed a 
“sleazy and insulting fantasy.”4

These skeptics shared a common conviction: they were certain that 
their government was lying to them. At a time when 76 percent of the 
public trusted the government to “do what is right most of the time,” 
these Americans believed that their government was working to cover up 
the truth—and that this cover-up could have tragic consequences.5 “There 
are forces in this country who have gotten away with this thing, and will 
strike again,” said Maggie Field. “And not any one of us is safe.”6

These researchers of the Kennedy assassination not only believed that 
government offi cials had conspired, lied, and covered up aspects of the 
murder; they also believed that they could expose this conspiracy on their 
own. They could reenact key moments in the drama to check the offi cial 
story; they could interview eyewitnesses and “earwitnesses” to determine 
the location of a second (or third, or fourth, or fi fth) shooter. They devel-
oped a nationwide, grassroots network to pool their knowledge and prove 
that ordinary citizens could penetrate the national security state’s culture 
of secrecy. “We are not alone,” wrote Castellano to another researcher. 
“There are thousands of little people like you and I—all not satisfi ed—all 
wanting the truth.”7

Unlike the anticommunist conspiracy theorists of the 1950s, the Ken-
nedy researchers had no alliances with wealthy businessmen or govern-
ment agencies. Indeed, they found themselves attacked by powerful 
interests. Yet without patrons or publishing contracts, they were deter-
mined to fi nd the source of what one researcher called “this evil set loose 
on the world by the assassination of our president.”8 They formed local 
study groups, spent hours on the phone with each other, wrote letters of 
protest to the FBI, combed through the National Archives, and fi lled their 
garages with witness location charts and photography labs.

Over the years, they would convert millions to their cause. They had 
the virtues of dedication, diligence, and almost messianic belief in the righ-
teousness of their cause. They also had the advantage of being partly right.

IT WAS NOT UNREASONABLE for ordinary Americans to believe conspiracy 
 theories about the John Kennedy assassination, because, at the beginning, 
even the highest offi cials of the U.S. government considered them. Some 
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of the most powerful men in the country feared the worst. “What raced 
through my mind,” the new president, Lyndon Johnson, later said, “was 
that, if they had shot our president, driving down there, who would they 
shoot next? And what was going on in Washington? And when would 
the missiles be comin’? And I thought it was a conspiracy, and I raised 
that question. And nearly everybody that was with me raised it.”9 Richard 
Helms, chief of covert operations for the Central Intelligence Agency, also 
suspected a communist conspiracy. “It worried the hell out of everybody,” 
Helms said later. “Was this a plot? Who was pulling the strings? And what 
was to come next?”10 Attorney General Robert Kennedy, the president’s 
brother, feared a different, home-grown conspiracy. He suspected that anti-
Castro Cubans allied with the CIA might have taken revenge on Kennedy 
for failing to provide enough U.S. support at the Bay of Pigs. He confronted 
John McCone, the director of the CIA, and demanded to know if the agency 
had killed Kennedy.11 McCone denied it.

These public offi cials suspected conspiracy because they had access 
to secret information: they knew that the Kennedy administration had 
conducted real conspiracies that might have provoked what happened in 
Dallas. In particular, they wondered about the role of the CIA’s plots against 
Fidel Castro. The Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations had super-
vised at least eight attempts on Castro’s life, using anti-Castro Cubans and 
mafi a hit men as their tools. In fact, at the same moment that the Dealey 
Plaza assassin squinted through his rifl e sight, a CIA offi cer was giving a 
poison-fi lled pen to a Cuban dissident in Paris, one of the agency’s many 
plots to assassinate Castro.12 The Castro plots raised the possibility that 
anti-Castro Cubans, mobsters, or Castro himself might have ordered the 
assassination.

One man, however, was absolutely certain that he knew what had hap-
pened, and it did not involve a conspiracy. J. Edgar Hoover made the fi rst 
call to Robert Kennedy to tell him that his brother had been shot, with 
rather less excitement than “if he were reporting the fact that he found a 
Communist on the faculty of Howard University,” Kennedy later said.13

A few hours later, Hoover told the attorney general that he thought “we 
had the man” who had done the shooting.14 As he explained to Robert 
Kennedy’s assistant later that day, a communist sympathizer named Lee 
Oswald, a “nut” of the “extremist pro-Castro crowd,” had been arrested by 
Dallas police after he had apparently killed a police offi cer.15
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Hoover made up his mind within hours of the assassination that it 
would be best for the country—and, not incidentally, for himself and the 
FBI—to conclude that Oswald had acted alone. Besides his ideological pref-
erence for blaming an American communist for the assassination, Hoover 
also had professional reasons for declaring the case to be closed. After all, 
if Oswald was not a lone nut—if there had in fact been a plot to kill the 
president—then people might think that the FBI should have uncovered 
and stopped it. Ergo, Hoover quickly decided, there was no conspiracy. 
Ironically, the man who had done more than any American to spread the 
anticommunist conspiracy theory now became the nation’s most fervent 
debunker of conspiracy theories.

Moreover, Hoover worried that a real investigation might prompt the 
excitable public to demand war with Russia—a war that could quickly go 
nuclear. Hoover pointed out to Walter Jenkins, a Johnson aide, that Oswald 
had recently visited the Cuban and Soviet embassies in Mexico City. He 
had even sent a letter to “the man in the Soviet Embassy who is in charge of 
assassinations and similar activities on the part of the Soviet government.” 
Oswald had also defected to the Soviet Union and lived there for two years. 
Any discussion of conspiracy, Hoover concluded, might “complicate” the 
U.S. relationship with the Soviet Union.16 Though he used euphemisms, 
Hoover’s underlying point was clear: a thorough investigation could lead 
to conclusions that no one wanted to hear.

At fi rst, it seemed that Hoover’s lone gunman theory would be easy to 
prove. Investigators quickly found abundant evidence tying the suspect to 
the assassination. He had worked at the Texas School Book Depository on 
Dealey Plaza, where police found a sniper’s nest, a Mannlicher-Carcano rifl e, 
and three bullet casings on the sixth fl oor. A man fi tting his description had 
shot and killed a Dallas police offi cer shortly after the assassination. Soon 
investigators would fi nd proof that Oswald owned the Mannlicher-Carcano 
and that he had even posed for a picture while holding it. Moreover, the 
FBI had been watching Oswald for years, and agents knew that he was a 
violent, unstable sociopath prone to ideological extremism.

At various times in his short life, Oswald had been a U.S. Marine, 
an American communist, a Soviet communist, a professed anti-Soviet, a 
Castro supporter, and a member of an anti-Castro group—and sometimes 
he fi t into two or more of these categories at the same time. Born in New 
Orleans in 1939, he had joined the Marines in the 1950s and served on 
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an air base in Japan. While in the Marines, he subscribed to a Russian-
language newspaper, earnestly plowed through Das Kapital, and talked of 
traveling to Cuba to join Castro’s revolution.17 In 1959 he defected to the 
country he viewed as paradise on earth, the Soviet Union. He worked in 
Minsk in a radio factory for two years, married a Russian woman, and 
started a family. But he grew increasingly disillusioned with life under 
communism, and in 1962 he returned with his wife, Marina, and their 
baby to the United States and moved to Texas.18

This erstwhile communist settled in an area known for its fanatical 
anticommunism. Dallas was the home of several right-wing leaders who 
believed that Kennedy was masterminding a conspiracy to turn the coun-
try over to the United Nations, which they believed was controlled by com-
munists. The most prominent of these anticommunist conspiracists was 
Edwin A. Walker, a retired general who had been relieved of command in 
1961 for indoctrinating his troops with extremist propaganda.19 The gen-
eral thought that the chief justice of the Supreme Court, Earl Warren, was 
plotting to destroy the United States by promoting civil rights and ban-
ning prayer in schools. “This is the conspiracy of the crucifi xion by anti-
Christ conspirators of the Supreme Court,” Walker proclaimed in 1962, “in 
their denial of prayer and their betrayal of a nation.”20

Oswald was a conspiracist of a different kind. Despite his alienation 
from Soviet communism, Oswald despised men like Walker, who was a 
“fascist,” he told his wife. In April 1963, according to Marina, he became 
convinced that it was his destiny to kill Walker and save the world from 
the general’s dangerous conspiracism. He ordered a rifl e through the mail, 
stole up to Walker’s home at night, and shot at him through a window. 
The general narrowly survived the assassination attempt. Later, Marina 
shut her husband in a bathroom to stop him from shooting Richard Nixon 
when the former vice president visited Dallas.21

By 1963 Lee Oswald had become convinced that the young revolution-
ary leader of Cuba represented the best hope for the future. After moving 
to New Orleans, Oswald formed a one-man chapter of a national pro-
Castro organization, Fair Play for Cuba, and was arrested in the summer 
of 1963 for brawling with anti-Castro Cubans. He debated the leader of the 
local anti-Castro group on New Orleans radio. In September 1963, he took 
a bus to Mexico City, where he talked to offi cials at the Cuban and Soviet 
embassies. He wanted a visa to return to the Soviet Union, he said, and 
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also permission to visit Cuba along the way. When both countries told him 
that it would take months to process the visas, he returned, full of fury, to 
Dallas, where Marina was living with friends.22

Despite his numerous pro-Castro statements, Oswald once joined 
an anti-Castro group, apparently in the hope of spying on its members. 
In Dallas he befriended a mysterious Russian baron who had fl ed the 
Bolsheviks. He expressed admiration for George Orwell’s antitotalitarian 
novel, Animal Farm. Because of his unusual history, some scholars would 
later insist that Oswald was actually a fervent anticommunist.23

But those theories came later. At the time, it seemed clear that Oswald 
had seen himself as a warrior for communism. He had, after all, defected to 
Russia, passed out “Hands Off Cuba” fl yers, and defended Fidel Castro to 
friends, acquaintances, and a radio audience in New Orleans. While in cus-
tody, he appeared to make a clenched-fi st salute, recognized by militants as 
a symbol of revolution.24

In Washington after the assassination and Oswald’s arrest, Hoover 
learned of the alleged assassin’s past with a certain sense of vindication. 
In a way, Hoover had spent his entire life waiting for this moment. Early 
in his career, he had worked to deport the anarchist Emma Goldman, who, 
in his view, had inspired the crazed Marxist assassin of President William 
McKinley. More than forty years after Goldman’s deportation he had 
caught the next presidential killer, another demented Marxist. As Hoover 
explained to a Justice Department offi cial on the phone on the day of the 
assassination, “almost all” assassins had “some imaginary grievance,” usu-
ally communist or anarchist. As an example, Hoover talked at length about 
McKinley’s killer, Leon Czolgosz.25

Ironically, Hoover could not gloat in public. Because of their fear 
of nuclear confrontation with the Soviets, Hoover, Johnson, and other 
administration offi cials consciously underplayed Oswald’s possible politi-
cal motives. Indeed, when the White House heard that an assistant dis-
trict attorney in Dallas was considering the idea of charging Oswald 
with perpetrating a “communist conspiracy,” a Johnson aide immedi-
ately demanded that the district attorney’s offi ce delete any reference in 
the indictment to communism or conspiracies. The D.A. then called his 
assistant and yelled at him, “What the hell are you trying to do, start 
World War III?”26 The federal authorities thus quashed any suggestion 
that Oswald was as ideologically motivated as Czolgosz. They wanted the 
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American public to see him as a generic psychopath, not an ideologically 
motivated one.

Though the Johnson administration wanted to prove the case in a quick 
and persuasive trial, it had not anticipated the incompetence of the Dallas 
police. Throughout Oswald’s brief incarceration, the department was open 
and accessible to reporters and to the merely curious. Jack Ruby, a police 
informer and the owner of a local striptease club, wandered through the 
halls and even stood within three feet of Oswald at one point. In between 
interrogation sessions, the police moved the prisoner through the throngs 
of reporters, and he responded to their questions by claiming that he had 
not killed anyone. “I’m just a patsy!” he once shrieked.27 As police moved 
Oswald to the county jail, Ruby pushed his way through the crowd and 
shot the accused murderer on live television.

The killing transformed the suspect from a fi gure of revulsion to one 
of mystery, especially when the nation learned that Ruby had friends 
in the mafi a.28 Was Oswald, after all, more than just “some silly little 
Communist,” as Jacqueline Kennedy had called him privately?29 Had he 
been silenced by the real conspirators? To many Americans, the murder 
required a government investigation of a possible conspiracy.

To Washington elites, though, the murder of Oswald required a differ-
ent response: an offi cial report naming him as the lone assassin. President 
Johnson agreed that it would be best for the country not to probe too 
deeply into the killing. To utter the word “conspiracy” in public, Johnson 
believed, might risk nuclear war. The new president believed that Castro 
might have ordered the killing—“I never believed that Oswald acted 
alone,” he said later—but he did not really want to know for sure.30 If he 
had proof that Castro was behind the murder, then he would be forced to 
invade Cuba, and the Soviets might respond by launching World War III. 
Moreover, rumors were fl ying that Johnson himself had ordered the killing 
so that he could assume the presidency. It was best for the survival of the 
world, not just for his own political future, if the conspiracy theories were 
quashed—immediately.

Just hours after Ruby killed Oswald, the deputy U.S. attorney general, 
Nicholas Katzenbach, who was effectively running the Justice Department 
for the grief-stricken Robert Kennedy, wrote a document outlining the 
government’s goals. The Katzenbach memo would later be cited by many 
conspiracy theorists as evidence that the government never wanted a real 
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investigation of the murder. In the memo, Katzenbach told President Johnson 
that the public must be satisfi ed “that Oswald was the assassin; that he did 
not have confederates who are still at large; and that the evidence was such 
that he would have been convicted at trial.”31 In other words, Johnson must 
convince the public of something he personally did not believe.

To accomplish this, Johnson decided to appoint a blue-ribbon com-
mission to investigate the assassination. Just as President Roosevelt had 
appointed Supreme Court Justice Owen Roberts to head a probe of the 
intelligence failure at Pearl Harbor, Johnson created an independent board 
to reassure the public that the government was not hiding anything. Like 
Roosevelt, Johnson turned to the Supreme Court for the leader of this 
investigation. The Chief Justice, the liberal icon Earl Warren, did not want 
to take the job. But Johnson, known for his intense, high-pressure lobby-
ing tactics, invoked the specter of nuclear holocaust to persuade him. “Now 
these wild people are chargin’ Khrushchev killed Kennedy, and Castro 
killed Kennedy, and everybody else killed Kennedy,” Johnson said. “Now 
we’ve had sixty FBI agents working for seven days, and they’ve got the 
story, and they’ve got the fi ngerprints, and they’ve got everything else. But 
the American people and the world have got to know who killed Kennedy 
and why, and somebody’s got to evaluate that report. And if they don’t, 
why, [if] Khrushchev moved on us, he could kill 39 million in an hour.”32

Faced with that harrowing prospect, Warren agreed to serve.
The FBI already knew who killed the president, Johnson said. They’ve 

got the story. The commission just needed to validate that story. After 
Warren reluctantly agreed to be the chairman, the president carefully 
chose the other members. The commission included two seasoned cold 
warriors, former CIA director Allen Dulles and John McCloy, the former 
high commissioner to Germany; two senators, Republican John Cooper of 
Kentucky and Democrat Richard Russell of Georgia; and two congress-
men, Republican Gerald Ford of Michigan and Democrat Hale Boggs of 
Louisiana. As he selected his commissioners and cajoled them into serv-
ing, Johnson frequently used the argument about avoiding nuclear war.33

Indeed, one scholar has argued that Johnson’s determination to avoid an 
investigation into a possible communist conspiracy might have saved the 
world from a catastrophic nuclear exchange.34

The Warren Commission was not only created to discredit conspiracy 
theories about the communists. It was also designed to ensure that the 
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assassination investigators did not discover the skeletons in the Kennedy 
administration’s closet, especially Kennedy’s plots against Castro. All seven 
commissioners were charter members of the Washington establishment 
who could be trusted to stick to the script given them by the president and 
the FBI. “All you’re gonna do,” Johnson told Richard Russell, “is evaluate 
a Hoover report that he’s already made.”35 The president thought he could 
trust Russell and his fellow commissioners not to challenge that report, or 
to dig too deeply into the government’s secrets.

And so the government began an investigation that was not really an 
investigation. Top offi cials realized that an aggressive inquiry would reveal 
explosive secrets—secrets about the competence of the FBI, the charac-
ter of the slain president, and the morality of U.S. policy toward Cuba. 
Moreover, a real investigation of JFK’s murder might lead to the ultimate 
horror: a nuclear exchange with Russia.

As a result, offi cials at the FBI, the CIA, and the White House decided 
to set limits on the investigation of the assassination. These leaders were 
not trying to protect the “real killers.” Instead, they were statists trying to 
maintain Americans’ trust in their system of governance. Ironically, their 
lies would shatter that trust.

BOTH THE CIA and the FBI had secrets that they hoped they could bury 
with Kennedy. The FBI’s secret was mundane, but nevertheless vital to the 
men who ran the bureau. FBI offi cials hoped fervently that the Warren 
Commission would never discover the extent of the bureau’s “gross incom-
petency,” in Hoover’s words.36 The FBI had known before Kennedy visited 
Dallas that Oswald was violent, unstable, politically extreme, and employed 
at a warehouse on the president’s motorcade route. Moreover, Oswald 
had threatened the U.S. government in person at the FBI fi eld offi ce in 
Dallas. The bureau had a system for monitoring people who might harm 
the government: it put their names on lists called the Security Index and 
the Reserve Index, which included tens of thousands of Americans. Linus 
Pauling was on one of them.37 Oswald was not on either one.38 Hoover’s 
fi rst priority was to cover up this embarrassing fact.

As a Soviet redefector, Oswald had fallen into the FBI’s vast domes-
tic surveillance net. Agents in Dallas and New Orleans had interviewed 
him three times in 1962 and 1963. Initially, the agents did not believe that 
Oswald merited more attention, and they closed his fi le. But when the 
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CIA notifi ed the Dallas FBI offi ce that Oswald had made mysterious visits 
to the Cuban and Soviet embassies in Mexico City, Special Agent James 
Hosty decided to reopen the case and interview the defector again. In early 
November 1963, Hosty made two attempts to talk to Oswald, but saw only 
Marina and a friend with whom she was staying.39

A few days after Hosty’s visits to his wife, Oswald showed up at the 
Dallas FBI fi eld offi ce in a furious mood. When he learned that Hosty was 
out of the offi ce, Oswald scrawled a two-paragraph note accusing Hosty of 
harassing his wife and threatening to take action against the FBI if he ever 
approached her again. When Hosty returned, he read the note and tossed it 
into a box on his desk. The FBI received these sorts of threats all the time. 
It was “no big deal,” he decided.40

Hosty came to regret that decision. On the afternoon of the assassina-
tion, as he combed through his fi les at the fi eld offi ce, looking for clues to the 
killing, Hosty heard some horrifying news: Dallas police had just arrested 
one of his surveillance subjects, a violent, known political extremist whom he 
was supposed to monitor. He hurriedly briefed his supervisor, who ordered 
him to go to the police department and help with the questioning.41

When Hosty returned to the FBI fi eld offi ce he found Gordon Shanklin, 
the special agent in charge for Dallas, sitting at his desk, holding the Oswald 
note. “What the hell is this?” Hosty dismissed the note, saying it was “just 
your typical guff.” This explanation infuriated his boss. “What the hell do 
you think Hoover’s going to do if he fi nds out about this note!” he shouted. 
He ordered Hosty to type up a memo explaining his contacts with Oswald, 
then put the note and the memo in the “do not fi le” fi le—a Hoover-era 
designation for memos the FBI never wanted outsiders to see.42

On Sunday, November 24, after Ruby killed Oswald, Shanklin called 
Hosty to his offi ce and handed him the note and his memo. “Here, take 
these,” he said. “I don’t ever want to see them again.” Hosty started to 
tear up the documents. “No! Not here!” Shanklin protested. “I told you, I 
don’t want to see them again. Now get them out of here.” Hosty took the 
papers to the bathroom, tore them into tiny pieces, and fl ushed them down 
the toilet.43 Later, the receptionist asked Hosty what had happened to the 
Oswald letter. “What letter?” he replied.44

When Hoover learned about the letter, he ordered an internal investi-
gation of the bureau’s failure in the Oswald case. He ultimately censured 
seventeen agents—men who offered “asinine” excuses, in his view—for 
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their “gross incompetency.” Some of the agents received letters of cen-
sure; others were transferred or suspended without pay. The agents all 
insisted that Oswald had not met the criteria for inclusion on the Security 
Index. Hoover scoffed at this defense. “They were worse than mistaken,” 
he wrote. “Certainly no one in full possession of all his faculties could 
claim Oswald didn’t fall within this criteria.”45 The punishments were kept 
secret, though. As the FBI assistant director explained, Americans might 
interpret the offi cial rebukes as “a direct admission that we are respon-
sible for negligence which might have resulted in the assassination of the 
President.”46

But Hoover went beyond concealing the bureau’s negligence. Opposed 
in principle to the whole idea of an investigation independent of the FBI, 
he did everything he could to thwart the work of the Warren Commission 
staff. As a later Senate inquiry concluded, the commission was “perceived 
as an adversary by both Hoover and senior FBI offi cials.”47

FBI offi cials also failed to investigate new leads that might undermine 
the lone gunman theory. In particular, they showed a remarkable lack of 
interest in one bystander’s wounds. On the day of the assassination, James 
Tague, who had been watching the motorcade, told a deputy sheriff that 
he believed he had been hit by fragments from a stray bullet. As the shots 
rang out, his face had been “stung” and wounded by small objects. Tague 
and the deputy found the place on the curb where a bullet, or a fragment of 
a bullet, had struck the curb and sent pieces of concrete into his face.

After noting his injury in a report, the FBI did not seem interested 
in Tague’s story. Agents did not examine the curb until months after the 
assassination, when local offi cials, spurred on by news accounts, demanded 
that the FBI or the Warren Commission investigate the story. The com-
missioners had already fi nished their investigation when Tague’s injury 
was brought to their attention, so staff members hastily added a paragraph 
suggesting that Tague might have been wounded by a fragment from the 
bullet that shattered the president’s head, or by a fragment from a missed 
shot.48 Many later critics found this explanation incredible and concluded 
that there must have been another shot and a second gunman.49

The fascination of the “Tague shot” for assassination researchers con-
trasts with the FBI’s astonishing lack of curiosity about the path of the bul-
lets. Within hours of Kennedy’s death Hoover decided where the bullets 
came from. He did not care where they went.
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According to one of his top deputies, “Hoover’s main thought was 
always how to cover, how to protect himself.”50 In the Kennedy assassina-
tion, the way to protect himself was to ensure that the Warren Commission 
concluded that Oswald was a lone nut and there was no way the FBI could 
have stopped him. “The thing I am concerned about,” Hoover said in a 
telephone call to presidential aide Walter Jenkins on the day Oswald was 
killed, “. . . is having something issued so we can convince the public that 
Oswald is the real assassin.”51 Oswald may have been the real assassin, but 
the FBI’s refusal to consider alternatives ensured that conspiracy theories 
would fl ourish.

WHILE THE FBI was trying to cover up its incompetence, the CIA worked 
to protect far more signifi cant secrets. In trying to hide its own attempts 
to murder foreign leaders, the CIA obscured the cold war context of the 
assassination and robbed it of its political meaning.

Many citizens had long believed that a powerful, centralized spy 
agency undermined American values of openness and limited govern-
ment. In 1944, when the wartime spy chief William Donovan proposed 
a plan for the U.S. government’s fi rst centralized intelligence group, crit-
ics responded that a spy agency was an un-American idea. The Chicago
Tribune lambasted Donovan’s proposed intelligence agency as a “Gestapo” 
and quoted congressmen who foresaw the dawning of a totalitarian police 
state in Washington. “What is it they call that Russian spy system—the 
OGPU? It would certainly be nice to have one of those in our own country,” 
one Republican senator commented dryly. Critics charged that the new 
agency would give too much power to the executive branch. The Tribune
speculated that the new spy director could “determine American foreign 
policy by weeding out, withholding, or coloring information gathered at 
his direction.”52 These isolationist skeptics combined with military offi cers, 
who wanted to control intelligence themselves, and J. Edgar Hoover, who 
wanted to protect the FBI’s bureaucratic turf, to kill the 1944 plan for a spy 
agency.53

But in 1947 President Truman decided to try again. He was convinced 
that the U.S. government needed a strong, central spy agency to compete 
against the Soviet Union in the cold war. To overcome Congress’s fears that 
the new Central Intelligence Agency might be used against Americans, 
Truman promised that it would have no internal security or police func-
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tions and would not operate within the United States.54 But although the 
law was clear that the CIA could not act at home, it was vague about its 
powers abroad. The CIA’s charter contained an “elastic clause,” which per-
mitted it to perform “other functions and duties related to intelligence 
affecting the national security as the National Security Council may from 
time to time direct.” By the early 1950s, these “other functions and duties” 
included the overthrow of democratically elected governments. By the 
early 1960s, they included assassination plots against foreign leaders.

Only a handful of government offi cials knew about the CIA’s covert 
actions, but they had no doubt that they were justifi ed. After all, the United 
States was facing “an implacable enemy whose avowed objective is world 
domination,” as an infl uential, top-secret 1954 report on the CIA’s expanded 
mission explained. There were “no rules in such a game.” Perilous times 
required brutal methods. “If the United States is to survive,” the report 
said, “long-standing American concepts of ‘fair play’ must be reconsid-
ered. We must . . . learn to subvert, sabotage and destroy our enemies by 
more clever, more sophisticated and more effective methods than those 
used against us.”55

The CIA was particularly eager to reconsider “American concepts of 
‘fair play’ ” in Cuba. Before Castro’s revolution in 1959, the Caribbean 
nation had been a favorite spot for Americans seeking offshore opportuni-
ties for profi t and sin. American mobsters controlled many of the casinos 
in Havana, as well as the thriving prostitution and abortion businesses. 
Throughout the 1950s, the Cuban dictator, Fulgencio Batista, had protected 
American businessmen of the legal and illegal variety.56

But after Castro toppled Batista’s government, he closed the casinos 
and forced the mafi a back to their homes in the United States. He soon 
began expropriating the Cuban holdings of American businesses, accepting 
aid from the Soviet Union, and ruthlessly purging his political opponents.

As Castro embraced the Soviets, American leaders reacted with increas-
ing alarm. Besides their economic and ideological reasons for opposing 
Castro, U.S. offi cials also worried about the domestic political consequences 
of the Cuban Revolution. Ever since Joe McCarthy inveighed against the 
“conspiracy so immense,” American politicians understood the dangers 
of appearing “soft” on communism. Because anticommunist extremists 
accused Truman of “losing” China, fi rst Eisenhower and then Kennedy 
resolved not to lose Cuba. In this way, the anticommunist conspiracy 
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theory of the 1950s prompted two successive presidents to adopt a Cuba 
policy that might have led to Kennedy’s death.

Because American leaders feared provoking the Soviets with an all-
out invasion of Cuba, the secret warriors at the CIA handled the attempts 
to overthrow Castro. In April 1961, the Kennedy administration tried to 
overthrow the revolutionary government with an army of Cuban exiles 
at the Bay of Pigs. The assault ended disastrously for the exile invaders 
and the United States, and Kennedy never tried to invade Cuba again. He 
did, however, continue Eisenhower’s more secretive methods of getting rid 
of Castro. Kennedy intensifi ed the CIA-sponsored sabotage operations in 
Cuba, dubbed “Operation Mongoose” (because it takes a mongoose to kill a 
snake). Agents tried to destabilize the Castro government with commando 
raids, espionage, and sabotage. At the same time, the CIA worked harder on 
its Eisenhower-era assassination plots, especially those using the mafi a.57

CIA offi cials quickly realized that they shared certain interests with 
American mobsters in Cuba. The agency wanted to eliminate a threat to 
U.S. national security; the mafi a, as one CIA report later said, wanted to 
regain its “gambling, prostitution, and dope monopolies.”58 It was logi-
cal, CIA covert operations chief Richard Bissell believed, that they should 
work together. In the last months of the Eisenhower administration, Bissell 
engaged Robert Maheu, a shady ex-FBI agent with contacts in the under-
world, to arrange an assassination bankrolled by the U.S. government and 
carried out by the mafi a. Maheu was a “cut-out,” the man who would 
transact the details of the “dirty business” for the U.S. government so that 
government employees did not have to sully their hands.59 Maheu in turn 
contacted Johnny Rosselli, a notorious Las Vegas mobster, and asked him 
to arrange a CIA-mafi a deal.

In a suite at the opulent Fontainebleau Hotel in Miami Beach, a CIA 
offi cer met with two underworld bosses to discuss hiring them to murder a 
neighboring head of state. The CIA viewed Sam Giancana, the mob boss of 
Chicago, and Santo Traffi cante, the mafi a chieftain of Miami and formerly 
of Cuba, as “businessmen with interests in Cuba who saw the elimination 
of Castro as the fi rst essential step to the recovery of their investments.”60

The attorney general saw them as two of the most dangerous men in the 
country and put them on his ten most-wanted list.61 In one of many iro-
nies, the FBI was hunting them down while the CIA was hiring them to 
commit crimes.
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The U.S. government developed plans to drop poison pills in Castro’s 
drinks and to plant an exploding seashell in his favorite scuba-diving bay. 
It customized a diving suit for Castro by dusting it with a skin-destroy-
ing fungus and contaminating its breathing tubes with the bacterium that 
causes tuberculosis. It also delivered guns and ammunition to teams of hit 
men. On November 22, 1963, as Kennedy was dying in Dallas, one of his 
CIA operatives was delivering a hypodermic needle concealed in a ball-
point pen to a Cuban in Paris. The CIA planned for the Cuban to fi ll the 
pen with poison and stab Castro with it.62

After the Kennedy assassination, the agency abandoned this particular 
plan, but other plots continued. President Johnson later ended the pro-
gram, claiming that he was horrifi ed to learn that “we had been operating 
a damned Murder Inc. in the Caribbean.”63

Although Johnson apparently did not approve of the Castro plots, 
President Kennedy and his brother Robert almost certainly did. CIA offi -
cials later testifi ed that they had used “circumlocutious terms” in briefi ng 
top White House offi cials, but that everyone had known what they were 
talking about.64 Indeed, CIA offi cials claimed that the attorney general had 
been the driving force behind the plots, furious at Castro for humiliating 
his brother at the Bay of Pigs. Richard Helms, the covert action chief at 
the time, said that Robert Kennedy had told him to “get rid” of Castro. 
“I heard him use those words,” Helms said. “We had a whip on our backs. 
If I take off my shirt, I’ll show you the scars.”65

The Kennedys also had another source of information about the Castro 
plots: the all-knowing J. Edgar Hoover. Thanks to surveillance and detective 
work, Hoover’s agents learned of the CIA’s Castro plots, of Giancana’s par-
ticipation, and, most important for the president, of another link between 
Giancana and John Kennedy. As it happened, one of Giancana’s mistresses, 
Judith Campbell, was also involved with President Kennedy. Hoover prepared 
a memo on the complicated relationships (titled “JUDITH E. CAMPBELL; 
ASSOCIATE OF HOODLUMS”) and took it to a private meeting with the 
president in March 1962.66 No record exists of the meeting, but one can 
assume that the FBI chief sketched the whole picture for the president: the 
mistress, the murder plots, and the mob connections. “J. Edgar Hoover has 
Jack Kennedy by the balls,” Lyndon Johnson told some reporters privately.67

Although the American people did not know that their government was 
working with mobsters to kill Castro, the plots were common knowledge 
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in Havana. Castro documented several U.S.-sponsored attempts on his life, 
and he later turned the evidence over to a U.S. senator. In September 1963 
he issued an unmistakable threat against John Kennedy. “United States 
leaders,” he said in an interview with the Associated Press, “should think 
that if they are aiding in terrorist plans to eliminate Cuban leaders, they 
themselves will not be safe.”68

The Associated Press article on the Castro threat ran in several American 
newspapers, including the New Orleans Times-Picayune. Oswald, a dedi-
cated newspaper reader, was in New Orleans at the time.69 Did he read the 
story? Could he have decided to kill Kennedy because Kennedy was trying 
to kill Castro? Americans will never know. Because instead of investigating 
the potential link between the Castro plots and Kennedy’s murder, the CIA 
immediately set out to cover it up.

Throughout the Warren Commission investigation, former CIA direc-
tor Allen Dulles never told his fellow commissioners or their staff about 
the Castro plots. Years later commission staff members testifi ed that knowl-
edge of these plots would have profoundly infl uenced their investigation 
and conclusions. The CIA’s secrets about the Castro plots, the former com-
mission counsel Burt Griffi n said, “lead not only to the issue of possible 
conspirators with Oswald, but also his motive.”70

For his part, Lyndon Johnson was convinced that the Castro plots had 
led to Kennedy’s assassination. Before his death in 1973, he told many 
people—his friends, his publisher, and at least four reporters—that he 
believed that Castro had organized a successful conspiracy to kill Kennedy. 
“Kennedy was trying to get to Castro, but Castro got to him fi rst,” he 
once said.71 Robert Kennedy also seemed to connect the Castro plots to 
his brother’s assassination, and to suffer from overwhelming guilt as a 
result.72 To his closest friends he confessed doubts about the attempts to 
topple Castro. “I have myself wondered at times,” he said, “if we did not 
pay a very great price for being more energetic than wise about a lot of 
things, especially Cuba.”73

But Robert still refused to discuss publicly the possibility of a con-
spiracy. Finding the truth would not bring his brother back. The true story 
of their Cuba policy would also tarnish JFK’s image, and that of the entire 
country, in the eyes of the world. There were some secrets, he believed, it 
was best never to reveal. When the Warren Commission asked Robert if he 
had any additional information that might shed light on the assassination, 
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he replied that the commission had already received “all information relat-
ing in any way to the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in the 
possession of the Department of Justice.”74 It was an artfully worded letter. 
As Robert knew, the CIA was in possession of a great deal more informa-
tion, but he, like Allen Dulles, declined to inform the commission of this.

ALL OF OFFICIAL WASHINGTON—the CIA, the FBI, the White House, and 
the Kennedy family—expected the Warren Commission to conclude that 
one sociopath had killed the president. The Warren Commission members 
and staff were generally willing to follow this scenario. But their determi-
nation to prove the lone gunman theory encountered two unanticipated 
problems.

Most later Kennedy assassination conspiracy theories would focus on 
two key pieces of physical evidence: the silent movie of the killing made 
by a bystander, local dressmaker Abraham Zapruder, and the president’s 
body. In both cases, the U.S. government’s examination of the evidence was 
rushed, incompetent, and unconvincing.

The Warren Commission started with the assumption that the assassin 
had fi red three shots. This seemed relatively uncontroversial at fi rst: the 
FBI had found three cartridge cases on the sixth fl oor of the book deposi-
tory, and the majority of witnesses had heard three shots. In its initial 
report on the assassination, the FBI concluded that the three shots had all 
hit something: the fi rst shot hit Kennedy in the neck, the second wounded 
Texas Governor John Connally, who was in the limousine with the presi-
dent, and the third hit the president’s head and killed him.

The Zapruder fi lm captured the drama and all its grisly details on fi lm. 
On the day of the assassination, Zapruder had clambered to the top of a 
concrete pillar midway up a grassy slope, hoping to use the added height 
to get a good picture of the presidential motorcade with his color movie 
camera. Unlike most of the other amateur photographers on the plaza that 
day, he kept fi lming even after he heard the gunshots. In its fi rst frames, 
the two couples in the car, John and Jacqueline Kennedy and John and 
Nellie Connally, seem smiling and relaxed. Suddenly, Kennedy grabs his 
throat, then Connally slumps down. In its most disturbing sequence, the 
fi lm shows Kennedy’s head blown apart by a lethal shot.

Zapruder’s twenty-six-second color movie helped to spawn generations 
of Kennedy assassination conspiracy theories. Even before it was released 
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to the public in 1975, its still frames, reprinted in Life magazine the week 
after the assassination, raised troubling questions about the government’s 
offi cial narrative. At the same time, the fi lm provided clues to an alterna-
tive narrative and seemed to give critics the power to solve the puzzle of 
the assassination themselves.75

The commission quickly discovered that the Zapruder fi lm complicated 
its initial theory about the path of the bullets. In the movie, Connally reacts 
to his wounds less than two seconds after Kennedy. But an FBI marks-
man needed more than two seconds—at least 2.3—to fi re two shots with 
Oswald’s rifl e. In other words, Oswald did not have enough time to take a 
separate shot at Connally. Either the same bullet hit both men, or differ-
ent gunmen shot them. “To say that they were hit by separate bullets,” a 
commission counsel said, “is synonymous with saying that there were two 
assassins.”76 Because the commission was committed to the one-assassin 
theory, the conclusion was obvious: one bullet must have hit both men.

But this conclusion forced the commission to posit an extraordi-
nary path for this single bullet, the “magic bullet,” as critics later called 
it. According to the commission’s theory, this bullet struck Kennedy in 
the back, tore through his body, exited his throat, plowed into Connally’s 
shoulder, came out his chest, wounded his wrist, and fi nally came to a stop 
in his thigh, where it rested until it fell out onto the governor’s stretcher at 
Parkland Hospital, where it was later found by an orderly.77

The commission needed evidence to support its theory from the 
autopsy of the president: in other words, proof that the bullet in question 
had passed all the way through Kennedy’s body. And here the investigators 
encountered problems that would later cast doubt on their work.

The autopsy was conducted at the Navy hospital in Bethesda, Maryland, 
which Jacqueline Kennedy chose because her husband had been in the Navy. 
At the hospital, in a tower suite high above the crowded, hectic morgue, 
Jacqueline and Robert Kennedy pressured the pathologists to fi nish their 
grim task as soon as possible. The attorney general and one of the late pres-
ident’s aides, Kenneth O’Donnell, repeatedly called the autopsy room and 
demanded to know when it would be over. James Humes, the head patholo-
gist, later conceded that the family’s interference served to “harass us and 
cause diffi culty—of course it did, how could it not!”78 Feeling pressed for 
time, the pathologists failed to take several routine steps, such as shaving 
the head, inspecting the clothing, and dissecting the wounds.79
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Most important, the doctors did not trace the path of one of the bullets. 
The pathologists could not discover the path of the bullet that hit Kennedy 
in his back, nor could they fi nd the bullet itself or its exit point. “It was 
bothering me very greatly, like nothing you can imagine,” that they could 
not fi nd the bullet or its exit wound, Humes later said.80 However, they 
decided to put off that vexing question for another day.81

The Kennedy family’s desire to keep the late president’s secrets proba-
bly contributed to the doctors’ rush to fi nish the autopsy prematurely. John 
Kennedy had suffered from Addison’s disease, which was a treatable but 
serious disorder of the adrenal glands, and from repeated bouts of venereal 
disease. Selling himself as a youthful, energetic presidential candidate in 
1960, he had consistently misled the public about his illnesses. His brother 
did not want the country to discover those lies.82 The autopsy doctors, in 
other words, were handicapped by the Kennedys’ desire to conceal certain 
facts about JFK’s (live) body.

The next morning, Humes talked to one of the physicians who had 
treated the president in Dallas. He already knew that the emergency room 
doctors, in a desperate, doomed attempt to save the president’s life, had per-
formed a tracheotomy. But in talking to the Dallas doctor, Humes learned 
something astounding: the tracheotomy had obliterated an exit wound in 
Kennedy’s neck. “The light came on,” Humes explained, and he realized 
that the bullet must have entered the president’s back and exited his neck.83

He wrote this in his fi nal report, which thus supported the single-bullet 
theory.

But the FBI agents at the autopsy were not privy to this enlightening 
conversation. According to their offi cial report, the autopsy had proved 
that the problematic bullet had penetrated a short distance into Kennedy’s 
body, and then apparently fallen out later at the hospital. It had not, in 
other words, barreled all the way through his body and gone on to hit 
Connally. The Warren Commission did not include the FBI report in its 
twenty-six volumes of hearings and exhibits, but in June 1966 a gradu-
ate student in physics at U.C. Berkeley requested it from the National 
Archives. Archivists mailed him a copy of the fi ve-page report, and a con-
troversy was born.84

In short, the forensic pathologists who conducted the autopsy and the 
FBI agents who observed it fi led contradictory reports about the path of 
this bullet. For skeptics of the offi cial story, the differing versions of the 
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bullet’s path would provide tantalizing hints of a conspiracy (though, one 
should note, a conspiracy burdened by a rather ineffective cover-up).

For his part, Connally, though an advocate of the lone gunman theory, 
was absolutely certain that he was hit by a second shot. “They talk about 
the ‘one-bullet or two-bullet theory,’ but as far as I’m concerned, there is no 
‘theory,’ ” he told Life magazine in 1966. “There is my absolute knowledge, 
and Nellie’s too, that one bullet caused the President’s fi rst wound, and 
that an entirely separate shot struck me.”85 Indeed, many of the Warren 
Commission staff members did not believe the single-bullet theory at fi rst, 
but ultimately embraced it as the only way to reconcile their interpretation 
of the Zapruder fi lm with their conviction that Oswald had acted alone.

The commission’s reconstruction of the assassination, in short, was 
shaped from the beginning by the members’ determination to reach a prede-
termined conclusion. It was unpersuasive even to the men who came up with 
it. This does not mean that their conclusion of a single bullet or a lone gun-
man was wrong.86 It does mean, however, that the commission was primar-
ily a public relations exercise, as Robert Kennedy later told an aide, meant to 
placate the American public.87 It was not meant to discover the truth.

The single-bullet theory was so unconvincing that even most of the 
commission members refused to believe it at fi rst. Six of the seven mem-
bers expressed doubts about it, with Allen Dulles the lone exception. 
Senator Richard Russell was so disgusted by the “magic bullet” theory 
that he initially rejected it in a separate dissent. As a senator, Russell was 
accustomed to the tradition of minority and majority reports. The Pearl 
Harbor Committee, for example, had issued two completely antithetical 
reports. Warren, however, wanted a unanimous report, and he was deter-
mined to get it. He told Russell that his dissent would be noted in the 
report, and then simply ignored it.88 The “unanimous” report said that 
there was no credible evidence of a conspiracy and that a single bullet hit 
Kennedy and Connally. Russell voiced his doubts to President Johnson 
in a candid phone conversation. “They said that they believe . . . that the 
Commission believe[s] that the same bullet that hit Kennedy hit Connally. 
Well,” Russell said, obviously irate that his views were misrepresented, “I
don’t believe it.” Johnson responded, “I don’t either.”89

THOUGH THE PRESIDENT and at least one of the commission members did 
not believe the Warren Report, they had utmost confi dence in their ability 
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to persuade the public to do so. At fi rst, they seemed successful: the pro-
portion of Americans who suspected a conspiracy dropped from 62 percent 
immediately after the assassination to 31 percent after the release of the 
report.90 But from the start, there were some citizens who refused to accept 
the offi cial version of the assassination, who thought that it “smelled 
awfully bad,” in the words of one critic.91 And they set out to prove that 
their government was covering up a conspiracy.

Around the country, from the day of the assassination, ordinary 
Americans began to clip and fi le stories about the investigation with the 
goal of fi nding the “real truth.” Like Shirley Martin, the most ambi-
tious traveled to Dallas to retrace Oswald’s path or interview witnesses 
themselves.

The fi rst skeptics labored in obscurity and isolation, but they soon 
began forming a grassroots network around the country. They identifi ed 
each other through their impassioned letters to the editor charging con-
spiracy or through the angry articles they published in small, mostly left-
wing publications. In October 1965, the fi rst group of ten “Warrenologists” 
gathered in the Manhattan apartment of Sylvia Meagher, who knew more 
about the Kennedy assassination than anyone else in the world, accord-
ing to her admiring fellow skeptics.92 The East Coast critics corresponded 
with other researchers throughout the country in an increasingly spe-
cialized language: there was “LHO” (Oswald), the “TSBD” (Texas school 
book depository), and frequent references to “frame 313” and “CE 133-B,” 
which identifi ed frames of the Zapruder fi lm and Warren Commission 
exhibits to insiders. Above all, they believed that the world had changed 
on “11/22/63.”

The critics lived in different parts of the country, in small towns and 
large cities, in tiny apartments and rambling California ranch houses. 
They were businessmen, teachers, graduate students, and housewives. But 
despite their differences, the assassination researchers, as they called them-
selves, shared a common belief: they knew, beyond all possible doubt, that 
the U.S. government was lying to them.

The earliest Warren Report critics had been skeptical of the truth-
fulness of the federal government for years. A surprising number were 
direct victims of McCarthyism or had defended victims of McCarthyism. 
Meagher had successfully fought to keep her job in 1953 after investi-
gators questioned her loyalty.93 Harold Weisberg, who self-published an 
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early critique of the Warren Report, Whitewash, and who went on to 
write Whitewash II and several other Kennedy assassination conspiracy 
books, had been fi red by the State Department after a loyalty probe in 
1947.94 John Henry Faulk, who helped lead the Committee to Investigate 
Assassinations, lost his career in radio in the 1950s because of his alleged 
ties to communists. Two other directors of the committee, Fred Cook and 
Bud Fensterwald, actively opposed the Red Scare, Cook as a journalist and 
Fensterwald as a State Department analyst.95 And chemist Linus Pauling, 
who had been spied on and harassed by the FBI, immediately suspected a 
government cover-up in the assassination.

Some of the skeptics even identifi ed personally with the alleged assas-
sin, who they suspected had been framed. The government’s habit of 
demonizing leftists had cost some of them their friends, their jobs, and 
their privacy. They had been interrogated, humiliated, and spied on by 
federal agents, often for no reason other than their enthusiasm for labor 
rights or civil liberties. Could government agents have done even worse to 
Oswald?

Meagher was convinced that they had. From the moment she learned 
of the assassination, she believed that the government would fi nd a conve-
nient “communist” to blame.96 Determined to fi nd the truth, she devoted 
every spare minute to researching the murder. She molded the scattered, 
isolated assassination researchers into a unifi ed movement.

When Meagher gathered the fi rst group of researchers in her living 
room, the vast majority of Americans did not share their skepticism; they 
trusted their government to tell them the truth. They believed President 
Johnson and Defense Secretary Robert McNamara when they said that 
U.S. warships had been attacked without provocation in the Gulf of 
Tonkin in August 1964. They supported Congress’s overwhelming vote 
to give the president a blank check to stop the advance of communism in 
Vietnam. Indeed, 1964—the year of the Warren Report, the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution, and Lyndon Johnson’s landslide election victory—was the high 
point of Americans’ trust in their government, with almost 80 percent say-
ing they trusted offi cials to do the right thing most or all of the time.97

But as the Vietnam War turned into a quagmire and prominent sena-
tors began accusing the president of lying about the war, many Americans 
started listening to the critics’ argument that the government was lying 
about the JFK assassination. The public’s confi dence in government began 
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to fall by every measure beginning in 1965: growing numbers of Americans 
told pollsters that the government wasted “a lot of money,” that it was run 
by “a few big interests,” that it paid little attention to “what the people 
think,” and, most important, that it could not be trusted to “do right most 
of the time.”98 In this atmosphere, more Americans became receptive to 
antigovernment conspiracy theories.

Several of the early critics had considered themselves politically liberal 
before the assassination, but now they saw liberals like Earl Warren as 
apologists for bureaucracy and for the failure of democracy in America. In 
the view of the skeptics, these complacent liberals, men who were now part 
of the establishment that liberalism was supposed to fi ght, used their con-
trol over information to construct a story of the JFK assassination that was 
a “demonstrable fraud.”99 The state had grown so big and powerful that it 
now had grabbed even the good liberals in its tentacles. Vincent Salandria, 
a lawyer and critic, told an interviewer in 1967 that he used to believe that 
liberals fought for equality and justice. “But as a consequence of this assas-
sination,” he explained, “I see the liberal as different. I see him as being 
more interested in protecting government, in even apologizing for govern-
ment, surrendering the skepticism in favor of support for power.”100

In the critics’ view, their government lied about many things: about 
the dangers of nuclear fallout, the threat of communism, and, in time, the 
Vietnam War. It was not a great leap for them to believe that the govern-
ment was lying about the murder of the president.

Why, though, did the government lie? Had Kennedy done something to 
threaten the interests of other government offi cials? The skeptics thought 
so. Kennedy had become a hero to Pauling when he signed the Nuclear 
Test Ban Treaty with the Soviet Union and Great Britain in 1963, thus end-
ing the atmospheric nuclear tests that the scientist believed were leading to 
the premature deaths of millions of people. The treaty, Pauling had written 
to the president, “will go down in history as one of the greatest events in 
the history of the world.”101 Pauling also admired Kennedy’s American 
University address in June 1963, in which he urged accommodation with 
the Soviet Union: “For, in the fi nal analysis, our most basic common link 
is that we all inhabit this small planet. We all breathe the same air. We all 
cherish our children’s future. And we are all mortal.”102

The assassination researchers viewed the American University speech 
as Kennedy’s “death warrant.”103 As Martin wrote to Meagher, “The Ken-
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nedys were moving (as fast as they dared) in the directions we wanted. 
As it was, the movement went too fast. He had to be killed.”104 Meagher 
agreed that after a “terrible beginning,” Kennedy was “showing signs in 
the American University speech of growth and greatness.”105 Many crit-
ics came to believe that Kennedy was starting to confront what President 
Eisenhower had called the “military-industrial complex” in his farewell 
address in 1961.

Ironically, Kennedy had been the ultimate cold warrior, the candidate 
who mendaciously fl ogged the Republicans for allowing a “missile gap” to 
develop during Eisenhower’s administration. His murderous anti-Castro 
policies might have provoked Oswald to act. But the researchers did not see 
Kennedy this way; to them, he was the one person challenging the mili-
tary-industrial complex. And so, of course, “they” had to kill him.

Like earlier conspiracy theorists, the independent critics predicted 
dire consequences for the republic if the government’s secrets and lies 
were not exposed. If Americans accepted the Warren Commission’s con-
clusions, Salandria said, “it would mean that 1984 was with us and our 
experiment with democracy was ended. . . . I couldn’t live in a society that 
could pull a swindle of this kind.”106 A Los Angeles sign manufacturer, 
Raymond Marcus, agreed that the assassination should prompt Americans 
“to demand other answers. Maybe they’ll ask about the Rosenbergs, Hiss, 
the whole Cold War. Maybe we can get clean and whole. But if this stays 
down, there’s no hope.”107

Besides their doubts about the government’s actions during the cold 
war, the assassination critics shared the passionate conviction that they 
could discover the truth about Dallas on their own. They not only ques-
tioned the interventionist foreign policy of the liberal state, they also chal-
lenged the state’s monopoly on expertise. Pauling, for example, pored over 
enlarged prints of Dealey Plaza, searching for shadowy assassins in the 
haze of photographic dots. Dismissing the Warren Commission’s “scien-
tifi c” studies and investigation, the researchers set out to prove that ordi-
nary American citizens had as much authority to investigate the killing of 
the president as the government did—indeed, that their status as amateurs 
gave them more claim to authenticity and truth. “One of the things I have 
learned not to trust,” said Meagher, referring to the Warren Report, “is the 
sentence you have to read several times to get its meaning.” The smooth-
talking government lawyers who composed awkward sentences about 
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magic bullets and trajectories—all that “argle-bargle about the rifl e,” as 
Maggie Field said—failed to understand the basic absurdity of one “pris-
tine” bullet causing seven wounds in two men.108

The skeptics saw this impenetrable prose as another example of a gov-
ernment trying to evade democratic controls and hiding important infor-
mation from citizens. The offi cials seemed to be trying to cover up their 
mistakes—or their crimes—by producing a narrative that they hoped citi-
zens would not question because they could not understand it.

In response, the critics conducted their own investigation, free from 
the “argle-bargle” of the state’s experts. They took pictures of their sons 
posing with rifl es in their backyards to prove their theory that the famous 
photo of Oswald with a Mannlicher-Carcano had been faked; they learned 
to use specialized tools to measure the angle from the sixth fl oor of the 
depository to the president’s car; they studied the Zapruder fi lm until they 
had memorized the four-hundred-odd frames and their corresponding 
numbers.

Their primary source material was, ironically, the very report that they 
condemned as a fraud and a lie. The Warren Report comprised, the New
Yorker writer Calvin Trillin said, “the largest body of source material any 
armchair student of a crime has ever had.”109 It was not only a source: it 
was, Norman Mailer said, “a species of Talmudic text begging for commen-
tary and further elucidation.”110 The critics mined the report for evidence 
to discredit it. The commission did not make this task easy, issuing only 
a name index for the twenty-six volumes of hearings and exhibits. The 
report was really a government archive of documents and testimony about 
the Kennedy assassination—but without an index, it was a closed archive. 
Meagher grew so frustrated with the lack of a subject index that she spent 
six months compiling one.111 In the end, she produced an index with an 
attitude, with headings that pointed the intrigued reader to mistakes and 
contradictions as well as offi cial stories. It soon became required reading 
for all assassination investigators.112

In the introductory note to her index, Meagher explained that she 
hoped her work would enable scholars “to test the assertions and conclu-
sions in the Warren Report against their independent judgment.”113 They 
could use the report to attack the report. Her fellow researchers saw no 
contradiction in this. “There’s enough evidence in the 26 volumes to hang 
the Commission three times over,” said Maggie Field.114 Their reliance on 
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state-sanctioned information also showed the increasing diffi culty of writ-
ing the history of political events without help, whether intentional or 
inadvertent, from the state.

The researchers worked anonymously for three years, but then two 
of the most articulate and well-connected critics succeeded in publishing, 
in the words of the comedian and fi lmmaker Woody Allen, the “nonfi c-
tion version of the Warren Report.”115 Mark Lane, a civil rights lawyer 
who had given hundreds of speeches since 1964 attacking the Warren 
Commission, wrote a manuscript that was rejected by fi fteen publish-
ers before it was fi nally published in 1966 as Rush to Judgment.116 The 
book spent six months on the New York Times best-seller list. Edward 
Jay Epstein, a Cornell graduate student, published his master’s thesis on 
the Warren Commission’s failings, Inquest, that year.117 Like Lane’s book, 
Epstein’s treatise was a phenomenal seller that helped to make criticism of 
the Warren Commission respectable. The critics’ charges, Meagher said, 
were now making “the dramatic transition from taboo to dialogue.”118

Though Lane and Epstein earned the headlines and royalties, they 
built on the research of a core of dedicated amateurs. David Lifton, a 
UCLA graduate student who later wrote his own best-selling book about 
the assassination, compared the critical community to a company with a 
public relations branch and a research-and-development branch. “The two 
puncture points at the top—what gets public attention—are Lane’s book 
and Epstein’s book,” he explained. “The r.-and-d. program is being done by 
a bunch of amateurs.”119

Many of these “amateurs” were women. In the past, when conspiracy 
theories fl owed from the pens of prominent journalists or congressmen, 
most of the theorists tended to be men. But with the Kennedy assassina-
tion, the fi eld was open to ordinary, untrained researchers—and to women. 
Meagher, for example, developed close friendships with other women 
who wanted to discover the truth about Kennedy’s death. JFK’s youth and 
good looks might have attracted more women to this particular conspiracy 
theory.

The Warren Commission’s defenders quickly mobilized to attack these 
amateurs. With a few exceptions, most mainstream media outlets rushed 
to defend the Warren Report and to blast the critics as cranks and obses-
sives. “Who are the men [sic] who have created doubt about a document 
that in September, 1964, seemed to have reasonable answers?” asked the 
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journalist Charles Roberts. “Are they bona fi de scholars, as the review-
ers took them to be, or are they, as Connally has suggested, ‘journalistic 
scavengers?’ ”120 The women came in for special criticism. The authors of 
one 1967 attack on the assassination researchers, for example, devoted a 
condescending chapter to the “housewives’ underground,” which implied 
that female researchers such as Meagher and Field were looking for mean-
ing to fi ll their empty lives. Meagher was singled out as the “Housewives’ 
Supersleuth,” though she was a divorcée with a full-time salaried job.121

Top government offi cials also battled the critics. Because some of 
the most eminent men in the United States had served on the Warren 
Commission, the skeptics’ attack on the report “cast doubt on the whole 
leadership of American society,” an internal CIA memo concluded. The 
“whole reputation of the American government” was at stake. To coun-
ter the critics, the memo urged CIA offi cials to seek out “friendly elite 
contacts” in the media and in Congress. The CIA should emphasize the 
selfi sh interests of the skeptics, whether fi nancial or political, and suggest 
that “parts of the conspiracy talk appear to be deliberately generated by 
Communist propagandists.”122

The CIA was partially correct: the Soviet Union did try to encour-
age conspiracy theories about the Kennedy assassination by lauding the 
critics and planting some false stories in communist newspapers.123 The 
agency was also correct that the leading Warren Report researchers were 
on the far left of American politics. But some government offi cials leaped 
to the conclusion that the critics were consciously serving Moscow, which 
was not true. One FBI report, for example, noted ominously that Harold 
Weisberg, the author of the Whitewash books, held “an annual celebra-
tion of the Russian Revolution” at his Maryland chicken farm, evidently 
confusing a picnic celebrating the Jewish new year with a Bolshevik fete.124

In a 1966 report to the president on seven critics of the Warren Report, 
Hoover stressed that they were all either suspected communists, associates 
of suspected communists, members of communist front groups, or, at the 
very least, former visitors to communist lands. Given their backgrounds, 
the FBI was not surprised that these authors had produced such “diaboli-
cal” works as Weisberg’s Whitewash series.125

By 1966, as public cynicism escalated, the critics found that their argu-
ments resonated with millions of skeptical Americans. Journalists, intel-
lectuals, and public offi cials called for a new investigation. As in 1950, the 
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American public was afraid that unknown conspirators had put the repub-
lic in peril. And once again, as in 1950, a shrewd politician seized the oppor-
tunity to shape—and to exploit—these fears.

LIKE JOE McCARTHY, Jim Garrison was a late convert to conspiracism. 
In the fall of 1966, when the New Orleans district attorney discovered 
Kennedy assassination conspiracy theories, the independent critics had 
spent more than two years combing through the Warren Commission 
hearings, examining the Zapruder frames, and interviewing eyewitnesses. 
The proportion of Americans who suspected a conspiracy climbed from 
31 percent in late 1964 to 50 percent in December 1966.126 Perhaps the 
best barometer of public opinion was Life, the glossy magazine of Middle 
America. Life had consistently supported the lone-gunman theory since 
it had published the still frames of the Zapruder fi lm in November 1963. 
But three years later, in an article titled “A Matter of Reasonable Doubt,” 
the magazine offi cially joined the ranks of the skeptics.127 The Saturday
Evening Post, an equally conservative publication, soon followed with its 
own story challenging the Warren Report.128 The December 1966 issue of 
Esquire included a “primer” of thirty-fi ve assassination theories, including 
the “evil forces theory,” the “Dallas oligarchy theory,” and the Manchurian 
candidate theory.129 Garrison could sense that a movement was starting to 
form, and he wanted to lead it.

The fl amboyant prosecutor had been controversial since his election 
in 1961. A six-foot, six-inch glad-handing politico known as the “Jolly 
Green Giant,” Garrison was regarded locally as a fearless and somewhat 
erratic prosecutor. Though the military had discharged him for incapaci-
tating neuroses, Garrison had still managed to earn a law degree and the 
votes of a majority of the New Orleans electorate.130 He began his term 
by launching well-publicized raids of gay bars and houses of prostitution 
on Bourbon Street. The raids were not very effective, but they won him 
national publicity as an aggressive reformer. The Saturday Evening Post
gushed that he “looked like Perry Mason and sounded like Eliot Ness” and 
portrayed him as a straight-talking, incorruptible populist hero. Despite 
the powerful enemies arrayed against him, he was determined to fi ght for 
the people, he told interviewers. “The only way anyone can stop me,” he 
said, “is to kill me.” Garrison framed his campaign against brothels in New 
Orleans as an assault on the local establishment and, in a somewhat bizarre 
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logical twist, as a defense of individual rights. “People worry about the 
crime ‘syndicate,’ but the real danger is the political establishment, power 
massing against the individual,” he said. “As an individual, I am not going 
to be pushed around by all the power in the state.”131 The big city prosecu-
tor wielded some of the most arbitrary powers available to government 
offi cials, but like many conspiracists, he was blind to internal contradic-
tions in his arguments.

Garrison fi rst decided to investigate the Kennedy assassination dur-
ing a plane ride in November 1966 with Senator Russell Long, the son of 
Huey Long, another self-proclaimed champion of the people and enemy of 
“the establishment.” Senator Long told Garrison that the growing num-
ber of books and articles questioning the Warren Report had prompted 
him to have his own doubts. Garrison began to read the critics’ books and 
devour the Warren Commission hearings. He had an excuse to reopen the 
case: Oswald had lived in New Orleans during the summer of 1963, but 
commission investigators had mostly ignored his activities there. As dis-
trict attorney, Garrison could address that oversight and look for possible 
co-conspirators.132

The prosecutor began by interrogating several local residents who had 
contacted the FBI with leads shortly after the assassination. He was par-
ticularly interested in the tale of Dean Andrews, a New Orleans lawyer 
who had testifi ed before the Warren Commission. Andrews claimed that 
Oswald had visited his law offi ce a few times in the company of some “gay 
kids” from Mexico. On the day after Kennedy’s death, Andrews said, a 
shadowy, bisexual fi gure named “Clay Bertrand” had asked him to defend 
Oswald.133 The FBI had investigated Andrews’s story and found it baseless; 
indeed, Andrews himself later admitted that he made up most of it.134 But 
Garrison saw opportunity in Andrews’s story, and he quickly identifi ed 
“Bertrand” as a local businessman named Clay Shaw. Although Shaw did 
not look anything like Andrews’s description of “Bertrand,” his name was 
Clay and he was gay, which was close enough for Garrison.135 In March 
1967, Garrison made a splash on the front pages of newspapers across the 
country by arresting Shaw for conspiracy to murder President Kennedy.

At fi rst, the Warren Report critics were thrilled that a public offi cial 
with subpoena power was fi nally pursuing the case. Sylvia Meagher con-
fessed that she had to repress her “almost irresistible” impulse to rush to 
New Orleans as soon as she heard Garrison intone “Let justice be done 
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though the heavens fall.”136 Other assassination researchers did not repress 
these impulses. Many of them fl ew to New Orleans to serve as foot sol-
diers in Garrison’s army of justice. Edward Epstein went through Shaw’s 
papers for the prosecutor, Harold Weisberg searched for new witnesses, 
and Mark Lane held press conferences to herald Garrison’s new leads.137

They all wanted to help Garrison identify the real conspirators.
But just who were these conspirators? At fi rst, Garrison was intrigued 

by the homosexuality of the supposed plotters. Seventeen years after 
McCarthy and other anticommunist conspiracists had vilifi ed American 
diplomats as “pansies,” Garrison resurrected the image of the homosexual 
enemy. He initially toyed with the idea that these men had committed a 
“homosexual thrill killing” and had targeted the president because they 
envied his virility.138 Quickly, though, he discarded this theory in favor of 
one he found more compelling. Like McCarthy, Garrison came to believe 
that the real traitors to the republic were lodged in the heart of the federal 
government itself.

Garrison was the fi rst prominent American to propose what would ulti-
mately become the most widely believed JFK conspiracy theory: that ele-
ments within the U.S. government—most commonly, the CIA—had killed 
the president because he wanted to get out of Vietnam. In fact, Garrison’s 
conspiracy theory was similar to one set forth by Soviet intelligence, and 
recent research has suggested this was no coincidence. Three days after 
Garrison arrested Shaw, European newspapers began running stories that 
identifi ed Shaw as a CIA agent. Garrison read these stories and revised his 
conspiracy theory. He dropped the “homosexual thrill killing” angle and 
began to portray Shaw as a covert operative of a shadowy group within the 
federal government.139

As Max Holland has shown, the foreign newspaper stories that inspired 
Garrison were actually the products of a KGB disinformation campaign. 
Ironically, though President Johnson had tried assiduously to defl ect sus-
picion from the Kremlin for Kennedy’s assassination, Moscow’s spies had 
been working just as hard to focus the blame on Johnson. For years, the 
KGB had been planting stories in the communist press alleging that the 
CIA and/or President Johnson had killed Kennedy.140 When Garrison 
arrested Shaw, the KGB quickly adapted its story to fi t the new circum-
stances and fi ngered the New Orleans businessman as part of the secret 
government plot.141 Garrison picked up the European story, embroidered it 
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with his own details, and announced that he was now on the trail of gov-
ernment-backed assassins.

In a different time—indeed, only a few months earlier—this conspir-
acy theory would have seemed incredible to most Americans. But Garrison, 
like McCarthy before him, chose the perfect moment to charge treason 
in high places. The month before Garrison arrested Shaw, the left-wing 
magazine Ramparts revealed that the CIA had been secretly funneling 
hundreds of thousands of dollars to a domestic organization, the National 
Student Association, a moderately liberal group of college student activists. 
Soon Americans learned that the CIA had also covertly funded numerous 
labor unions and cultural groups.142 In other words, an agency prohibited 
by law from operating in the United States had been secretly trying to 
infl uence the country’s cultural, economic, and political debates. As the 
editors of Commonweal wrote, “There is no point in complaining about a 
growing attachment of the New Left to ‘conspiracy theories’ when genuine 
conspiracies are popping up all around.”143 Right at this time of heighten-
ing skepticism of America’s secret warriors, Garrison announced that Clay 
Shaw was part of a CIA conspiracy to kill the president.

Once Garrison decided that Shaw was a government operative, he began 
to spin grand theories about the killing. It was all connected to the cold 
war. Kennedy had been killed, Garrison said, “because he wanted peace.” 
Oswald was actually a tool of the right; he had shrewdly been perfecting a 
communist cover since his high school days. His attempted assassination 
of Walker had been part of his act. “If you defect to Russia, pass out pro-
Castro leafl ets on street corners and take a pot shot at General Walker,” 
Garrison reasoned, “who on earth would doubt you’re a Communist?”144

In Garrison’s view, the federal government had killed Kennedy because 
he opposed its plan to subvert American democracy and individualism. A 
“proto-fascist” state had taken over the country, with “an arrogant, swol-
len bureaucratic complex totally unfettered by the checks and balances 
of the Constitution” holding the real power. “In a very real and terrify-
ing sense,” he said, “our Government is the CIA and the Pentagon, with 
Congress reduced to a debating society.”145

It was the invisible government of Charles Lindbergh again, but this 
time it was called the “military-industrial complex.” Garrison drew on 
the traditional American fear of hidden plotters in the government and 
adapted it to the 1960s. His thesis was appealingly simple: Americans 
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could no longer trust the federal government, which lied about every-
thing. To combat the lies, real Americans must support truth-seekers like 
Jim Garrison. The conspirators in the government would be exposed, 
and the rightful rulers—those who were still alive, anyway—would be 
restored to power.

This was the mirror image of General Walker’s conspiracy theory. 
Though Earl Warren was still the chief villain, this time the plotters were 
fanatical anticommunists, and the victims were the ones who wanted peace 
with the communists. In Garrison’s view, a cabal of CIA agents, military 
men, and defense contractors had united to kill the man who threatened 
their profi ts; they were, indeed, the modern merchants of death. This 
theory appealed to a number of Warren Report critics, who agreed with 
Garrison that the government’s lies could have catastrophic consequences. 
“If I was basically in favor of our foreign policy,” Raymond Marcus, an 
early skeptic, said in 1967, “I wouldn’t be doing this work. But people have 
believed lies and those lies are going to kill us all.”146

Those lies are going to kill us all. Ironically, President Johnson had 
tried to avoid a real investigation into Kennedy’s murder because he was 
afraid that fi nding the truth might lead to Armageddon. The JFK conspir-
acy theorists saw the government “whitewash” as evidence of its willing-
ness to risk—rather than avoid—a nuclear war. In another irony, they also 
saw the president who had escalated the secret war against Castro as a 
martyr for peace.

Ultimately, Garrison favored the emerging New Left theory that the 
chief conspirator was the man “who has profi ted most from the assassi-
nation—your friendly President! Lyndon Johnson.”147 Opponents of the 
Vietnam War hated Johnson as much as the isolationist right had hated 
Franklin Roosevelt; they believed that there was no limit to his evil.

As Garrison began his crusade, popular culture started to refl ect this 
leftist hatred of President Johnson. In February 1967, an Off Broadway 
theater company produced a Macbeth parody, MacBird!, which featured a 
vice president with a Texas accent conspiring with his wife, Lady MacBird, 
to assassinate the president, John Ken O’Dunc. Written by a twenty-fi ve-
year activist, Barbara Garson, MacBird! had circulated in New Left circles 
as an underground script but could not fi nd a publisher until Garson’s hus-
band set up his own company, Grassy Knoll Press, to bring it to the people. 
It sold 100,000 copies. Two ordinary citizens with contacts in the theater, a 
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stage designer and a secretary, worked with Garson to produce the play in 
New York.148

Even after the play started rehearsals, the producers faced obstacles: a 
local TV news station spiked a report on MacBird!; New York fi re marshals 
spent four hours poking around the theater, trying to fi nd violations to jus-
tify shutting down the play; and a publisher refused to print the MacBird!
brochure because of what he regarded as its sick and irresponsible conspir-
acy theory. “If those people think they can make a fortune out of a national 
tragedy,” he said, “they’re crazy.”149

But they were not so crazy: the play was a hit, with “warm and respon-
sive” sold-out audiences persuading legitimate publishers to bid for the 
right to produce slick editions of the play in English and French.150 MacBird!
was successful because Garson’s counternarrative captured and intensifi ed 
the “many dark fears and suspicions that are coming to light,” explained 
Richard Christiansen of the Chicago Daily News. “As such,” he continued, 
“it is only a sign of the general malaise eating away at the nation today, 
and there, at heart, is the real terror for us all.”151

Garrison promoted himself as a hero to the fans of MacBird! and to 
the swelling ranks of disaffected leftists. These one-time liberals saw the 
current president as a right-wing warmonger who equated disagreement 
with sedition. “Flush out this fi lthy scum,” Johnson/MacBird says in the 
play, “destroy dissent. It’s treason to defy your president.”152 As the scholar 
John Kaplan noted in 1967, the leftist conspiracy theories blaming Johnson 
for Kennedy’s murder helped to “ease the frustrations of Vietnam” and to 
punish Johnson for his perceived sins.153

But Garrison’s cynical opportunism soon fractured the once-united 
assassination research community. Some of the early critics were shocked 
by his posturing, his wild swings from one conspiracy theory to another, 
and his unethical methods of investigation, including hypnosis and brib-
ery. Meagher began to compare Garrison to the man most hated by assas-
sination researchers: Earl Warren. “I do not see how we are to be saved,” 
she wrote a friend, “merely by replacing one set of liars and charlatans 
with a new clique of liars, purveyors of fabricated evidence, and framers of 
innocent (though unpopular) people.”154

The mainstream press also began to turn against Garrison. The 
Saturday Evening Post, an early fan of the crusading district attorney, 
published a troubling article that raised serious questions about Garrison’s 
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ethics and evidence.155 In the New Yorker, Edward Epstein compared 
Garrison to Senator McCarthy. The unscrupulous prosecutor, he said, fol-
lowed McCarthy’s example of exploiting “inchoate fears” and “organizing 
a popular fl ight from reality.”156

While Epstein, Meagher, and other researchers decried Garrison’s 
hijacking of their movement, other critics maintained that he was still good 
for the cause. Garrison’s supporters called themselves the Dealey Plaza 
Irregulars, after the crew of street urchins who assisted Sherlock Holmes, 
the “Baker Street Irregulars.” They continued to support their Holmes, 
even when he claimed that sixteen gunmen had killed Kennedy from fi ve 
different directions.157 The Assassination Inquiry Committee, one of sev-
eral new groups formed in the wake of Garrison’s investigation, expressed 
irritation with the critics who attacked the prosecutor. “FOR GOD’S 
SAKE, SUPPORT JIM GARRISON!” the group’s newsletter exclaimed. 
“It seems to us that Garrison is the only public offi cial in the United States 
who is actively pursuing the truth of the assassination.”158 David Lifton, a 
critic who recoiled from Garrison’s methods, said the Garrison supporters’ 
motto seemed to be “Rally round the plot, boys. It’s not much of a plot, but 
it’s the only plot we’ve got.”159

Garrison’s greatest appeal was to the far left and, ironically, the far 
right. Although he publicly identifi ed himself as a leftist, he enjoyed swap-
ping theories with right-wing conspiracists. Their villains were different—
Garrison blamed the “fascists,” while the right-wing activists blamed the 
communists—but their description of the problem was similar. In the end, 
one of his aides later wrote, “all were prepared to agree that the spectral 
‘they’ who controlled the nation were inimical to left and right alike.”160

Liberal political leaders, with their faith in Earl Warren and in the 
liberal state, tended to be the most critical of Garrison’s investigation. 
Until his own assassination in 1968, Robert Kennedy opposed Garrison’s 
inquiry and all other public attempts to reopen the investigation of his 
brother’s death. Although Robert Kennedy became a vocal opponent of the 
Vietnam War, he did not believe the conspiracy theory that the military-
industrial complex had killed his brother for his peaceful views. Garrison 
responded by charging that Kennedy was more interested in his own 
political career than in fi nding the truth.161 After Kennedy’s murder by 
the Palestinian terrorist Sirhan Sirhan, though, Garrison “revealed” that 
the dead senator had actually been one of his secret supporters. Shortly 
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before his assassination, unnamed “emissaries” from Robert Kennedy had 
secretly told Garrison that “there were many guns between him and the 
White House.” As a result, the senator had to remain coy about the “real 
assassins” until he was in the position to punish them. Robert Kennedy 
knew, Garrison claimed, that there was a “force” in the United States ded-
icated to “disposing of any individual opposed to the Viet Nam war, our 
involvement in the Viet Nam war, or any sort of involvement in the cold 
war.”162

By the summer of 1968, some assassination researchers were attempt-
ing to decipher the plots behind “K1” and “K2,” the two Kennedy assas-
sinations, which, they said, shared many similarities. Some conspiracists 
also connected the Kennedy assassinations with James Earl Ray’s “alleged” 
murder of Martin Luther King Jr. in April 1968. Sirhan, Ray, and Oswald 
were all puppets of much larger forces dedicated to keeping the United 
States in Vietnam. The RFK and King assassinations never grabbed the 
public imagination the way Dallas did, partly because Sirhan and Ray sur-
vived their trials. But for hard-core JFK assassination researchers, the three 
murders formed a pattern that exposed the motive behind them all: the 
need to kill any leader who sought to thaw the cold war.

In 1969, after numerous delays, Garrison fi nally put Clay Shaw on 
trial for conspiracy to murder John Kennedy, the only person ever to stand 
trial for the crime. Shaw quickly became irrelevant to the case, however, 
and Garrison did not even bother to attend court on the days of his testi-
mony.163 Instead, the prosecutor subpoenaed the Zapruder fi lm and showed 
it to the jury a total of fourteen times. However, he lacked any credible 
evidence to connect the defendant with the assassination. When the trial 
fi nally ended, the jury took less than an hour to acquit him. Garrison’s crit-
ics were relieved that he had not succeeded in framing an innocent man. 
The prosecutor stood revealed, said the New Orleans States-Item, “for 
what he is: a man without principle who would pervert the legal process to 
his own ends.”164

Garrison had a different explanation for his defeat. Until his death in 
1992, he would accuse journalists, assassination researchers, government 
offi cials—indeed, everyone who challenged him—of working for the CIA. 
His opponents found themselves in the unenviable position of having 
to prove that they were not lying operatives of the secret state. Indeed, 
Garrison made these accusations in part because he knew they were hard 
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to refute. According to one of his disaffected aides, Garrison had chosen to 
target CIA offi cials because “they can’t afford to answer.”165

As it turned out, the CIA did have some secrets about Clay Shaw. In 
1979, when he was deposed in an unrelated lawsuit, former CIA chief 
Richard Helms revealed that Shaw had been an unpaid contact for the 
agency. Like thousands of businessmen in the early cold war, he had been 
debriefed by the agency’s domestic contact division when he returned from 
foreign travels. Garrison seized on this testimony as proof for his charge 
that Shaw had been an “agent” of the CIA.166

Garrison’s conspiracy theory achieved mythical status in 1991, when 
the fi lmmaker Oliver Stone made him the hero of his infl uential movie, 
JFK. The fi lm confi rmed most Americans’ belief in a conspiracy: even 
before its release, only 11 percent believed that Oswald acted alone. (After 
the release, 10 percent believed in the lone gunman theory.)167 Stone, like 
Garrison, contended that a cabal within the government had conspired to 
kill the president. So many Americans came to believe Garrison’s theory, 
Max Holland has argued, that the Soviet disinformation campaign that 
inspired it might be “the single most effective active measure undertaken 
by the KGB against the United States.”168

However, it was not just the KGB’s and Garrison’s lies that prepared 
Americans to believe in CIA conspiracy theories; it was also the lies of the 
U.S. government. Over the next several years, as congressional investiga-
tors dramatically revealed and documented those lies, even the most outra-
geous conspiracy theories about the government began to seem credible to 
many Americans.

EVER SINCE NOVEMBER 22, 1963, many Americans have ascribed tran-
scendent importance to the assassination of John F. Kennedy. It was “the 
archetypal crime of parricide” that shook the nation to its core, according 
to a staff report of the National Commission on the Causes and Prevention 
of Violence.169 The historian Christopher Lasch proclaimed it “a symbol 
of the country’s thwarted promise, of former greatness overthrown, of 
the American dream in decline.”170 Many observers have concluded that it 
marked the beginning of the end of faith in the liberal state.

Besides their obvious distrust of government, the assassination con-
spiracy theories also refl ect a loss of faith in all experts—in government and
science—and in the whole idea of “expertise.” When the amateur sleuths 
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stuffed their tape recorders in their armpits and used their hardware store 
tools to measure bullet angles, they were demonstrating their distrust of 
authorities. After the initial attacks on the Warren Report, one assassina-
tion researcher explained, experts could “no longer claim undisputed privi-
leged status among the myriad forms of human discourse. Indeed experts, 
by any measure, have become an endangered species.”171 The amateurs in 
the JFK investigation were rejecting the experts’ view of a world-changing 
historical event. The struggle between the Warren Commission and its 
critics was a struggle over who could write the nation’s history.172

Ironically, the government itself handed the critics the primary sources 
they needed to write this history. In July 1966, just as the fi rst best-selling 
critiques of the Warren Report began appearing, President Johnson signed 
into law the Freedom of Information Act. “This legislation,” he proclaimed, 
“springs from one of our most essential principles: a democracy works best 
when the people have all the information that the security of the Nation 
permits.”173 Warren Report critics would use the FOIA to pry information 
from what they saw as a sinister yet clumsy government that had neglected 
to destroy documentary evidence of its crimes.

As the amateur critics eagerly took on the challenge of writing about 
the Kennedy assassination, most academic historians steadfastly avoided 
the subject. As Max Holland has noted, historians have been quick to ana-
lyze and condemn Pearl Harbor conspiracy theories, but they have been 
reluctant to take on the hundreds of books on JFK conspiracy theories.174

This is unfortunate, because Kennedy’s death cannot be understood 
without placing it in the historical context of the cold war. The cold war 
explains virtually everything about the assassination: it is, as Holland has 
written, the thread that connects all parts of the Kennedy drama. “Pull 
on that thread,” Holland writes, “and primary mysteries unravel.”175

Conspiracists’ favorite villains—anti-Castro Cubans, Castro, Soviet lead-
ers, and mafi a dons—were all cold war actors. Even the lone-gunman 
theorists must place the cold war at the heart of their explanation of the 
assassination, for Kennedy’s Cuba policy, in the form of the Castro plots, 
provides the most likely explanation of Oswald’s motive.

Some analysts have concluded that Kennedy thus caused his own 
death, that JFK was killed “by a political conspiracy his own actions may 
have helped set in motion,” as Lasch argued.176 The progressive journalist 
Alexander Cockburn predicted that Oswald might someday be recognized 
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as a dedicated leftist who put a stop to murderous U.S. policies in the only 
way that he could.177

It is unfair, however, to blame Kennedy for his own murder. The Castro 
plots, which were set in motion by the Eisenhower administration, were 
the products of much bigger cold war forces than John Kennedy alone. 
Above all, they were the result of the anticommunist conspiracy theory 
that warped U.S. politics and policy. If Kennedy offi cials paid a high price 
for their covert foreign policies, as Robert Kennedy told close friends, they 
did so because the anticommunist extremists had made it politically impos-
sible for them to accept the Cuban Revolution.178 John Kennedy, who had 
begun his presidency with a ringing call to Americans to pay any price in 
the defense of liberty throughout the world, paid a much greater price than 
he ever could have imagined.

The American state also paid a very great price when its leaders 
decided to hide the political context of the assassination. High government 
offi cials—Lyndon Johnson, J. Edgar Hoover, and Earl Warren—did in fact 
carry out a conspiracy, though not the one so often attributed to them. 
It was a conspiracy to hide the truth about U.S. policy toward Cuba, and 
thus to obscure the historical context and the meaning of the assassination. 
Through their conspiracy, these dedicated statists undermined the cred-
ibility of the state.

Soon, a new set of statists would continue this trend. The assassination 
researchers believed that no president could ever be worse than Johnson. 
But the next president would make conspiracies and conspiracy theories 
central to the American system of governance.



5
White House of Horrors: Nixon, 

Watergate, and the Secret Government

THROUGHOUT HIS CAREER, Richard Nixon always worried that un-
American forces were conspiring to subvert the republic. As the tapes of 
his Oval Offi ce conversations reveal, he viewed himself as a soldier in the 
battle against “the liberal media,” disloyal Democrats, the “intellectuals,” 
and Jews. Then, in June 1971, all of these groups seemed to unite in one 
terrifying plot. “We’re up against an enemy, a conspiracy,” he told two of 
his top aides, Chief of Staff Bob Haldeman and National Security Adviser 
Henry Kissinger. “They’re using any means. We are going to use any 
means. Is that clear?”1

The conspiracy in question was the leak of the Pentagon Papers, a 
top-secret study of the Vietnam War. The documents disclosed the U.S. 
government’s lies about the war and its cynical disregard for American 
soldiers’ lives. Daniel Ellsberg, a disillusioned former Pentagon and State 
Department analyst, secretly copied the papers and gave them to the New
York Times, which began publishing them on June 13, 1971.

The Pentagon Papers case tapped a deep pool of resentment and hostil-
ity in the president. In private conversations with his aides, he repeatedly 
compared Ellsberg to Alger Hiss. In both cases, the men were part of a 
conspiracy of intellectuals, “left-wingers,” and the “bastards” in the press 
determined to destroy the nation, the presidency, and Nixon personally.2
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To combat this conspiracy, Nixon commanded his aides to begin a con-
spiracy of their own. They were to ruin Ellsberg in any way they could; his 
advisers suggested prosecution for espionage, but the president preferred 
to dig up some dirt on Ellsberg and then “convict the son of a bitch in the 
press.”3 Responding to the president’s repeated and emphatic orders, his 
aides set up a special unit within the White House to spy on and punish his 
enemies. They started with Ellsberg but soon moved on to other targets. 
Because they looked for leaks, they called themselves “the plumbers.”

But these would be very bad plumbers, who planned to spring more 
leaks than they plugged. One of them, E. Howard Hunt, searched through 
classifi ed historical documents to fi nd—and then leak—embarrassing secrets 
from past Democratic presidential administrations. When he failed to fi nd 
the evidence he sought, he fabricated it. As he worked to discredit Nixon’s 
opponents from the past, he also helped to oversee a program of surveil-
lance and harassment of the president’s current enemies. The president’s 
men did not want to indict Ellsberg alone; they wanted to convict all of the 
president’s enemies, including every Democratic president since Franklin 
Roosevelt, in the court of public opinion.

In the Nixon administration, paranoia, conspiracy, and conspiracy 
theory became fundamental operating principles of the executive branch. 
Nixon’s men believed in conspiracies, engaged in real conspiracies, and 
cynically promoted some conspiracy theories as a means to defl ect atten-
tion from their crimes.

The disclosure of the “White House horrors,” as Attorney General John 
Mitchell called the various abuses of the Nixon administration, prompted 
a wave of inquiries. Public offi cials, stunned by citizens’ vocal distrust of 
government, scrambled to restore national morale by launching investiga-
tions of past administrations. The full extent of the government’s paranoia 
about its citizens was revealed for all to see.

By the end of the 1970s, Americans knew more about their govern-
ment’s secrets and misdeeds than any people in history. And the more they 
learned, the more they suspected that the government was still hiding big-
ger, more explosive secrets.

NIXON HATED ALL of the members of what he regarded as the liberal estab-
lishment, but he particularly loathed Jews, Eastern elites, and reporters. 
The son of a grocer from Orange County, California, he had always been 
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 defensive about his degrees from Whittier College and Duke University 
Law School. As a young congressman and senator, Nixon had felt snubbed 
and patronized by Ivy League graduates, who despised him, or so he 
thought, because he did not have a degree from Harvard. He responded 
with contempt for the alleged phoniness and unscrupulousness of what 
he called “the intellectuals.” The Hiss case confi rmed his belief that “the 
intellectuals . . . basically, have no morals.”4 They hated him so much, he 
believed, that they would do anything to ruin him.5

He also despised the press. In 1952, when the New York Post revealed 
that a group of wealthy businessmen had given Senator Nixon a “secret 
fund” to help pay his personal expenses, Nixon nearly lost the Republican 
Party’s vice presidential nomination. He recovered by going over the heads 
of journalists with his famous “Checkers” speech, in which he deftly trans-
formed accusations of bribery into a vicious attempt to deprive his children 
of their cocker spaniel. The success of the speech enabled him to stay on the 
Republican ticket and claim the vice presidency in November, but the epi-
sode convinced him that “those sons of bitches are out to get me. . . . They 
tried to get me, and they’ll try to get anybody that had anything to do 
with the Hiss case.”6 In 1962, after he lost his race for the governorship 
of California, he erupted during his concession speech. “You won’t have 
Nixon to kick around anymore, because, gentlemen, this is my last press 
conference,” he snarled at the stunned journalists.7 Once again, though, 
Nixon returned from the brink of political extinction. When he rebounded 
to win the presidency in 1968, he entered the Oval Offi ce with a long list 
of enemies to attack and scores to settle.

The protests against the Vietnam War enraged President Nixon and 
strengthened his natural urge to hide behind a wall of secrecy. When he 
decided to expand the air war to neighboring Cambodia, for example, he 
kept the escalation secret—from Congress, the press, the public, and even 
most members of his administration. He knew that the bombing campaign 
would prompt antiwar protests, which he wanted to avoid. “My adminis-
tration was only two months old,” he wrote later, “and I wanted to provoke 
as little public outcry as possible at the outset.”8 He ordered the military 
to set up an elaborate system of false reports to mislead the public. When 
the New York Times ran a story disclosing the bombing, Nixon’s Pentagon 
denied that it was taking place. The rest of the media, assuming that the 
administration would not lie outright, dropped the story.9
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After the Times story on the secret bombing of Cambodia, the Nixon 
administration responded in ways that would ultimately cost the president 
his job. He ordered secret, illegal wiretaps on the phones of several jour-
nalists and administration staff members whom he suspected of leaking 
the Cambodia story. He had begun his descent into illegality by secretly 
expanding the war; then he ordered unconstitutional surveillance of the 
people who might have exposed his lies.10

Because Nixon believed that his predecessors had conspired against 
their enemies—indeed, that they had conspired against him personally—
he thought that he was justifi ed in ordering illegal activities. “On a thing 
like this,” he once told an aide, “well, what the hell, you can break in, wire-
tap, what the hell.”11 He would later try to excuse his own crimes by argu-
ing that presidents before him had engaged in conspiracies all the time.

Certainly, presidents before Nixon had approved domestic spying pro-
grams that most Americans later viewed as abuses of power. The FBI under 
Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson had infi ltrated liberal and radical groups, 
sabotaged their plans, and provoked them to violence in order to discredit 
them. Johnson initiated the CIA’s Operation CHAOS, in which agents 
infi ltrated antiwar groups, black power organizations, and even women’s 
consciousness-raising collectives to determine if foreign communists were 
secretly directing them.12

But Nixon moved far beyond his predecessors and took the imperial 
presidency “toward its ultimate form,” in the words of the historian Arthur 
M. Schlesinger, Jr.13 Believing that the president was above the law, Nixon 
ordered the expansion of Operation CHAOS, even though the CIA repeat-
edly reported that it could fi nd no evidence of foreign links to American 
dissenters.14

He also tried to set up a secret, interagency committee in the White 
House to centralize government surveillance, eavesdropping, and bur-
glaries directed at U.S. citizens. It was called the “Huston Plan” after the 
twenty-eight-year-old ultraconservative Nixon aide, Tom Charles Huston, 
who conceived of it. But FBI chief J. Edgar Hoover, who was much too savvy 
to take illegal orders from an upstart committee of White House bureau-
crats, refused to cooperate. When Hoover insisted that Nixon approve each 
illegal spying operation in writing, the president scuttled the plan.15

Nixon also used his executive powers to punish his personal enemies. 
His aides created an Enemies List, circulated it among various federal agen-
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cies, including the Justice Department and the Internal Revenue Service, 
and encouraged them to harass the people on the list. Those targeted 
included prominent offi cials, reporters, actors, football players, and singers 
who had incurred the wrath of the Nixon White House by publicly oppos-
ing the president.16 Most important, Nixon set up the plumbers, a secret, 
ad hoc group within the White House, outside of the FBI and CIA and 
unknown to anyone beyond a select group of presidential aides, and then 
used this group to investigate and punish his enemies.

Nixon’s mania for hiding his actions from his enemies infected every-
one in his administration. Even the Joint Chiefs of Staff spied on the presi-
dent because Nixon kept vital information from them. At the request of 
the joint chiefs, a Navy yeoman on the National Security Council staff 
stole documents from Kissinger’s briefcase and secretly passed them along 
to the military leaders.17 Adm. Elmo Zumwalt later explained the military 
spy ring against the president as the logical consequence of the atmosphere 
of fear in Nixon’s White House. Zumwalt wondered how Nixon and his 
top aides could think that their obsession with secrecy “could have any 
other result than ‘leaks’ and ‘spying’ and all-around paranoia. Indeed,” he 
continued, “they had created a system in which ‘leaks’ and ‘spying’ were 
everyday and essential elements.”18 The only way to fi ght this secrecy, the 
joint chiefs concluded, was to spy on the president and steal memos from 
his aides.

If the military chiefs—among the most powerful insiders in the coun-
try—felt forced to resort to subterfuge and theft of documents, it is not 
surprising that ordinary citizens came to the same conclusions. In 1971, 
angry opponents of the war grew convinced that they needed to steal and 
disclose secret government documents to expose government lies. In two 
separate, dramatic incidents, dissidents succeeded in obtaining and leaking 
documentary evidence of conspiracies by the government.

The fi rst case took place on the night of March 8, 1971. As most 
Americans huddled around television sets to watch the fi ght between Joe 
Frazier and Muhammad Ali, a group of activists broke into the tiny FBI 
offi ce in Media, Pennsylvania. The members of the Citizens Commission 
to Investigate the FBI searched quietly and rapidly through the fi le cabi-
nets, looking for evidence that the government was spying on them. These 
activists, whose names remain unknown, spirited away about one thou-
sand classifi ed FBI fi les, including many with the mysterious notation 
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“COINTELPRO.” About two weeks later, two prominent antiwar lawmak-
ers and reporters at major newspapers received copies of the fi les in plain 
brown envelopes.19 Most of the recipients accepted the FBI’s judgment that 
the fi les were secret: the New York Times and the Los Angeles Times did 
not write about the documents, and the legislators returned their copies 
to the FBI. But Washington Post editors believed that the public had the 
right to know about the spying. The Post broke the fi rst COINTELPRO 
story on March 24, 1971, revealing that the bureau had used mail carriers 
and a campus switchboard operator to eavesdrop on a radical professor at 
a Pennsylvania college.20 Many subsequent stories over the next few years 
would reveal the massive efforts by the FBI to spy on and sabotage dozens 
of American groups and hundreds of thousands of individuals. J. Edgar 
Hoover’s secrets were spilling out into the open.

Three months later, there was an even more signifi cant breach of gov-
ernmental secrecy: the New York Times began publishing the Pentagon 
Papers. Angered and disillusioned by the lies about the war, Daniel Ellsberg 
had decided to “expose and subvert the very process of presidential lying 
about war policy.” In certain contexts, he had come to believe, “leaking 
could be a patriotic and constructive act.” He copied the papers and, like 
the anti-FBI activists, tried to give them to antiwar senators to release. The 
senators, however, did not want to risk damaging their careers by exposing 
top-secret documents that did not even discuss current U.S. policy. Senator 
William Fulbright doubted whether the papers were really that signifi cant. 
“Isn’t it after all only history?” he asked Ellsberg.21

But Nixon understood that history could have explosive consequences 
for the present. Although the Pentagon Papers covered only the Kennedy 
and Johnson years, Nixon and his aides still thought that Ellsberg had 
undermined the president’s war powers. One of Nixon’s advisers, former 
congressman Donald Rumsfeld, believed that the Pentagon Papers repre-
sented a potentially catastrophic assault on the inherent authority of the 
presidency. “Rumsfeld was making this point this morning,” Nixon’s chief 
of staff, Bob Haldeman, told the president in an Oval Offi ce conversation. 
He summarized Rumsfeld’s argument: “To the ordinary guy, all this is a 
bunch of gobbledygook. But out of the gobbledygook, comes a very clear 
thing: you can’t trust the government; you can’t believe what they say; 
and you can’t rely on their judgment; and the—the implicit infallibility of 
presidents, which has been an accepted thing in America, is badly hurt by 
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this, because it shows that people do things the president wants to do even 
though it’s wrong, and the president can be wrong.”22

Nixon did not want the American people to think that the president 
could be wrong. Nor did he want current government employees to think 
that they could get away with another leak. The president had many of 
his own secrets to protect, such as the bombing of Cambodia. He was also 
certain that Ellsberg was part of a wider conspiracy to stop the war and 
destroy his presidency.

To ruin this conspiracy of leakers, Nixon planned to leak classifi ed 
documents himself. “That’s the way it’s done,” he told his aides. In the 
Hiss case, he said in another conversation, “I had to leak stuff all over the 
place.” This time, of course, he was in an even better position: as president, 
he could demand any secret document in the U.S. government. Nixon did 
not know of any particular conspiracy by his presidential predecessors, but 
he suspected that these conspiracies had happened and that the evidence 
for them was stashed in the government’s vaults. “Let’s have a little fun,” 
he told Haldeman and Kissinger. He wanted to expose documents about 
Pearl Harbor (“I’m going to give that to the [Chicago] Trib. . . . They hated 
Roosevelt”), the Cuban missile crisis, the supposed U.S. complicity in the 
assassination of South Vietnamese president Ngo Dinh Diem, and the 
disastrous CIA-sponsored invasion at the Bay of Pigs.23

To attract the most attention for these revelations, he wanted to fi nd 
the right member of Congress—“We want somebody to be a McCarthy”—
who was unprincipled enough to use the leaks to create a sensation. It 
would be best if one of the villains was Jewish, since he believed that Jews 
were “born spies,” though his most frequently cited example of treachery, 
Alger Hiss, was not a Jew. “So that proves something,” he told his aides. 
In a stunning example of Nixon’s talent for projection, he added that a 
spy was despicable because he “puts himself above the law.”24 When he 
could not fi nd a congressman tough enough to confront these conspira-
tors, he decided to keep his countersubversive operations within the White 
House.

Nixon hoped that his overall strategy of revealing the dark secrets of 
the past would “take the eyes off Vietnam,” he explained. “It gets them 
[the press] thinking about the past rather than our present problems. You 
get the point.” In rewriting the past, he hoped to turn Americans against 
dead Democrats and, more generally, against the federal government as 
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a whole. To divert attention from his own lies, Nixon planned to corrupt 
Americans’ memory of previous presidents. He wanted one staff member 
to work full time combing through old government fi les to fi nd evidence 
that his predecessors had routinely lied to the American people. He needed 
the right person for this job, someone who was “just as tough as I am 
for a change.” In fact, he needed “an Ellsberg who’s on our side; in other 
words, an intellectual who knows the history of the times, who knows what 
he’s looking for,” and who was smart enough to run the program from 
the White House “without being caught.” His aides persuaded him that 
E. Howard Hunt was such a man. “Ideologically,” counsel Charles Colson 
explained, “he is already convinced this is a big conspiracy.”25

Hunt was a former CIA offi cer who had appeared, Zelig-like, at many 
major events in U.S. history, including the U.S. overthrow of the democrat-
ically elected government of Guatemala in 1954, the Bay of Pigs invasion, 
and, later, across the street from the Watergate building on the night of 
the famous break-in. Some conspiracy theorists would insist that they saw 
his face in a picture of three tramps near Dealey Plaza on November 22, 
1963, though a congressional committee later determined that he was not 
there. A successful author of adventure yarns and spy novels, Hunt was 
smart, ruthless, intensely anticommunist, and passionately loyal to the 
president. These qualities recommended him to the Nixon aides looking 
for “an Ellsberg on our side.”

Hunt embraced his new job as a presidentially authorized leaker. With 
scissors and paste, he faked cables that implicated Kennedy in Diem’s mur-
der and then leaked them to Life magazine (though he refused to let Life
photograph the cables, and the suspicious editors decided not to publish 
the story).26 Hunt also tried to tie the man who shot Alabama Governor 
George Wallace in May 1972 to the campaign of the likely Democratic 
presidential nominee, George McGovern. After the president himself 
told his aides to link the would-be assassin, Arthur Bremer, to prominent 
Democrats, Colson ordered Hunt to search Bremer’s apartment and plant 
evidence. Later, Nixon asked Colson if Bremer was a left-winger or a right-
winger. “Well, he’s going to be a left-winger by the time we get through,” 
Colson said.27

Hunt’s other duties included an investigation of Senator Ted Kennedy, 
a Democratic presidential contender in 1972, in hopes of uncovering and 
leaking derogatory information. He also directed a burglary of the offi ce 



White House of Horrors  •  157

of Ellsberg’s psychoanalyst, hoping to fi nd material that he could use to 
blackmail and discredit Ellsberg. Other plumbers searched for evidence 
of the lies, mistakes, and dirty deeds of Roosevelt, Truman, Kennedy, and 
Johnson.

The Nixon henchmen were strangely naïve in their faith that docu-
mentary evidence of past governing conspiracies lay hidden in government 
safes and that they could locate it quickly. The plumbers found themselves 
sifting through mountains of irrelevant papers—“It’s like spooning out 
the ocean,” Nixon aide John Ehrlichman explained to the president—and 
they never found the proof of conspiracies they sought.28 They were deter-
mined to keep trying, though.

The Nixon administration, in short, tried to restore Americans’ faith 
in the government and the “infallibility” of the presidency by proving the 
fallibility and dishonesty of previous presidents. The president’s aides also 
tried to discredit and punish leakers with their own selective leaks. It was 
a strategy doomed to fail.

In the 1972 presidential campaign, one veteran plumber, an unstable 
former FBI agent named G. Gordon Liddy, moved from the White House 
to the Committee to Re-elect the President, where he helped oversee a 
vast, illegal program of espionage and sabotage against several Democratic 
candidates for president. Republican operatives burglarized the offi ces of 
Democratic candidates, eavesdropped on their conversations, stole their 
strategy documents, planted false rumors, and sabotaged their campaigns 
with everything from stink bombs to forged campaign letters. Senators 
Hubert Humphrey, Ed Muskie, and Ted Kennedy, as well as Governor 
Wallace, knew that some enemy was harassing them, but they assumed it 
was one of their rivals for the nomination. The Committee to Re-Elect the 
President paid for the crimes with an extensive, illegal fund-raising cam-
paign involving bribery and extortion.

On June 17, 1972, a team of Liddy’s men, all ex-CIA agents and vet-
erans of the Bay of Pigs, broke into the offi ces of the Democratic National 
Committee in the Watergate offi ce building to replace a malfunctioning 
bug they had installed two weeks earlier. This time, they got caught.

After the arrests at the Watergate, Nixon and his aides knew they had 
no choice but to launch a massive cover-up. A serious FBI investigation of 
the break-in could lead to exposure of other conspiracies directed from the 
White House, including the surveillance and sabotage of the Democratic 
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candidates, the illegal fund-raising, the unconstitutional wiretaps, the 
Enemies List, and the secret bombing of Cambodia.

To cover up its crimes, the Nixon White House paid hush money to 
the burglars and lied repeatedly to the public. Nixon also ordered top CIA 
offi cials to try to convince the FBI to stop its investigation of the bur-
glary; thus, he conspired to use federal agencies to obstruct justice. These 
orders, which were recorded on the voice-activated tape machines in the 
Oval Offi ce, would become the most damning evidence of the president’s 
participation in the cover-up conspiracy. But in addition to the “smoking 
gun” conversation about the cover-up, the Nixon tapes revealed an array 
of crackpot schemes by White House aides to defl ect suspicion onto other 
groups. Colson, the president’s counsel, proposed a particularly devious 
plan to spread a rumor that the CIA was responsible for the Watergate 
break-in. “I think that we could develop a theory as to the CIA if we wanted 
to,” he told the president, because all of the burglars had once worked for 
the CIA, and several were Cuban. Nixon agreed that the burglars’ ties to 
Cuba were a “plus” that made the CIA conspiracy theory seem credible.29

The cover-up was essential to Nixon’s survival, but it also had some 
fatal fl aws: there were too many men involved in it, and it turned out 
that some of them were more concerned about themselves than about a 
president who, at the end of the day, did not inspire much loyalty. Soon 
some of the conspirators turned against the president and testifi ed before 
Congress and the special prosecutor. A federal grand jury named the presi-
dent an “unindicted coconspirator” in the Watergate cover-up. In the end, 
the president’s own voice, recorded on the tapes, sealed his fate. When the 
Supreme Court ruled that the president had to turn over the tapes of his 
conversations about Watergate to the special prosecutor, the president 
resigned on August 9, 1974. He would spend the rest of his life encourag-
ing other conspiracists by insisting that government offi cials routinely lied 
and broke the law.

AT FIRST, NIXON’S resignation seemed to mark the end of an era. The new 
president, an unpretentious and self-effacing former congressman from 
Michigan, Gerald Ford, was anything but imperial. He commanded the 
White House band to replace “Hail to the Chief” with the “Michigan Fight 
Song.” In the mornings, he padded down to the White House kitchen and 
toasted his own English muffi ns. Trying to distance himself from the dis-
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graced man responsible for his own rise to power, Ford proclaimed, “Our 
long national nightmare is over.” The nation welcomed the new presi-
dent’s populist style. “Everywhere,” wrote Time’s Hugh Sidey, “there was 
a feeling that the American presidency was back in the possession of the 
people.”30

But just a month into Ford’s presidency, he ended this era of good feel-
ings by issuing a “full, free, and absolute” pardon to his predecessor. Ford 
explained that he did not want to “prolong the bad dreams” of Watergate 
by reopening a “chapter that is closed.”31 In Ford’s view, Watergate was 
only history, as Fulbright had said about the Pentagon Papers, and it was 
time to focus on the future.

Although Ford insisted that he had not made a deal with Nixon, many 
people believed that he had promised the pardon in return for the presi-
dent’s resignation. At the least, the pardon showed a remarkable lack of 
respect for the legal system that had put Ford in offi ce. Sixty-two per-
cent of the public opposed the pardon, and the president’s approval rating 
dropped 21 points in a month, from 71 percent to 50 percent—the sharp-
est drop in the history of the Gallup poll to that point.32 As the columnist 
Anthony Lewis concluded, the pardon produced the opposite of what Ford 
had hoped: “More rancor, more division, more cynicism about government 
and the law.”33

The pardon persuaded many journalists and members of Congress that 
the nation’s troubles did not end with Watergate. They worried that more 
secrets lurked below the surface of Washington politics, and that American 
democracy could not survive unless those secrets were exposed. CBS News 
reporter Daniel Schorr compared the mystery to an onion. “You peel off 
Watergate and you fi nd the Plumbers and the Ellsberg break-in,” he wrote. 
“Peel off the Plumbers and you fi nd the 1970 Huston plan to use the CIA 
and FBI for domestic surveillance, wiretapping and break-ins. But what 
would you fi nd if you peeled off another layer and had a close look at that 
secret world from which these things had been launched?”34

The fi rst glimpse into this secret world came just a few months 
after Nixon’s resignation, with a New York Times story on Operation 
CHAOS. At the CIA, some whistleblowers, appalled by the blatant ille-
gality of the agency’s domestic spying program, had leaked the outlines 
of the program to the reporter Seymour Hersh. On December 22, 1974, 
Hersh trumpeted his scoop on the front page of the Times. “HUGE C.I.A. 
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OPERATION REPORTED IN U.S. AGAINST ANTIWAR FORCES, 
OTHER DISSIDENTS IN NIXON YEARS,” the four-column headline 
proclaimed. Hersh reported that the CIA had collected illegal fi les on at 
least ten thousand U.S. citizens. Members of Congress promised thorough 
investigations of what the Times later called “Son of Watergate.”35

In the White House, the new president’s aides were panicked by the 
prospect of more congressional investigations into executive branch abuses. 
Donald Rumsfeld, the new chief of staff, maintained the philosophy that he 
had explained to Bob Haldeman during the Pentagon Papers affair: it was 
best to quash any suggestion that the president could sometimes be wrong. 
Dick Cheney, Rumsfeld’s deputy, was even more committed to the notion 
of restoring presidential power and secrecy. Three decades later, when he 
had become the villain of a new generation of conspiracy theories, Vice 
President Cheney would tell reporters that the Ford administration had 
witnessed “the nadir of the modern presidency in terms of authority and 
legitimacy.”36 Young Cheney was determined to reclaim this authority. He 
wrote numerous memos urging the president to stand fi rm against con-
gressional attempts to “encroach” on executive power—and, more nota-
bly, to punish and intimidate journalists who probed too deeply into the 
nation’s secrets.37

In a desperate attempt to avoid congressional inquiries, Ford set up a 
special commission headed by Vice President Nelson Rockefeller to inves-
tigate the charges in Hersh’s story. But the public and Congress refused to 
be placated by a blue-ribbon panel. A plurality of Americans told pollsters 
that the Rockefeller Commission would just be “another cover-up.”38 Even 
after the commission issued a surprisingly tough report, both houses of 
Congress vowed to continue their own, independent investigations. These 
inquiries proved to be exactly what the Ford White House had feared: 
aggressive probes into decades of crimes by executive agencies. After dis-
covering the lies of Watergate, these members of Congress resolved to fi nd 
examples of other government conspiracies. Watergate had unlocked the 
door to the government’s closet; the congressional investigators would put 
all of its skeletons on public view.

The Senate inquiry was headed by one of the most idealistic public 
offi cials in U.S. history. Frank Church of Idaho had an unshakable faith in 
the reality of national sin, the power of confession, and the possibility of 
redemption. Called “Senator Cathedral” and “Frank Sunday School” by 
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his realpolitik critics, Church had spent his long and distinguished career 
battling for liberal causes. First elected to the Senate in 1956 at the age of 
thirty-two, he had fought for civil rights, civil liberties, and protections for 
organized labor. Like almost all senators of both parties in the 1950s, he 
had also supported an aggressive, anticommunist foreign policy.39

But Vietnam had prompted Church to question the underlying assump-
tions of the cold war. He turned against the war remarkably early, in 1964, 
and became a leader of the antiwar group in the Senate, challenging the 
policies of a president from his own party. Eventually he came to see the 
war as not merely a mistake but a “monstrous immorality,” and his fail-
ure to stop it a sign that American democracy had failed.40 The war per-
suaded him that the presidency had gained too much power at the expense 
of Congress. In the early 1970s, he began trying to reclaim the legisla-
tive branch’s authority in foreign policy. He spearheaded congressional 
attempts to limit the scope of the war, to cut off its funding, and to expose 
multinational corporations’ secret infl uence on U.S. foreign policy. In the 
mid-1970s climate of détente, with the Soviet Union no longer seeming as 
threatening as it had in the 1960s, many Americans supported Church’s 
quest to challenge presidents and their interventionist foreign policies.

Church’s outrage at presidential disregard for the Constitution was 
sparked anew by Hersh’s exposé of Operation CHAOS. He set out to win 
the chairmanship of the committee investigating these charges. The win-
ner of an American Legion speaking contest on the “American Way of 
Life” in high school, he strongly believed that citizens of a democracy usu-
ally make sound, moral decisions—but fi rst their government has to give 
them accurate information and respect their right to dissent.41 Without an 
open government, Church believed, corrupt offi cials could make selfi sh, 
immoral choices. “Secrecy corrupts,” he explained, “and absolute secrecy 
corrupts absolutely.”42

During fi fteen months of investigation, the Church Committee uncov-
ered secret government programs with comic book names and Orwellian 
intentions, including COINTELPRO, CHAOS, and Mongoose. The hear-
ings produced sensational revelations and dramatic moments for the tele-
vision cameras. For the COINTELPRO hearings, a Ku Klux Klan thug 
testifi ed in a loose hood with large slits for his eyes. He explained that he 
had participated in assault and murder while working as an informant for 
the FBI, but the bureau had never used his information to prevent crimes. 
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Top CIA offi cials, many of them angry and defensive, testifi ed about assas-
sination plots and poison-dart guns, and mafi a dons went behind closed 
doors to tell the committee their versions of the plots against Castro.

In an interim report with the imprimatur of the U.S. government, 
the Church Committee revealed to the nation the shocking details of 
more than a dozen CIA-sponsored murder attempts against Castro and 
other leaders.43 Besides exposing the CIA’s ties with the mob, the com-
mittee also revealed that President Kennedy had shared a “close friend” 
with mobster Sam Giancana at the same time that the agency was using 
Giancana to try to kill Castro.44 The secrets that Robert Kennedy had 
tried so hard to hide were now splashed across the pages of the nation’s 
newspapers.

The committee also disclosed the extent of the FBI’s efforts to harass 
and discredit Martin Luther King Jr. Hoover had begun investigating King 
to discover if he was under communist infl uence, but the inquiry soon 
expanded far beyond the original purpose. At Hoover’s direction, agents 
had wiretapped King’s phones, bugged his hotel rooms, and did everything 
they could to take him “off his pedestal and to reduce him completely in 
infl uence,” as one FBI memo put it.45 The FBI peddled evidence of King’s 
extramarital affairs to public offi cials and journalists. Just before King was 
to accept the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964, the assistant FBI director sent 
the new laureate his own copy of the evidence. King received a compos-
ite tape in the mail that included audio recordings of his alleged trysts. A 
letter sent with the tape concluded with this threat: “King, there is only 
one thing left for you to do. You know what it is. . . . You are done. There is 
but one way out for you.”46 The FBI, in other words, tried to persuade the 
internationally recognized leader of the American civil rights movement 
to kill himself.

Hoover was no longer around to explain his actions or shred the memos 
that documented them: he had died in his sleep in May 1972. Three years 
after his death, the news of his abuses shocked Americans who had known 
him through his heroic image in popular culture—an image that he had 
carefully cultivated for decades. The Hoover of countless radio shows, TV 
programs, movies, and comic books had been an incorruptible offi cial who 
always put the nation’s interest above his own. The truth about Hoover 
added to the public’s sense that the government routinely deceived and 
manipulated its citizens. Members of Congress introduced bills to strip his 
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name from the newly completed J. Edgar Hoover FBI building. “I see no 
reason,” said Congressman Charles B. Rangel of New York, “why we should 
permanently enshrine a man who had little regard for one of the basic and 
fundamental principles upon which our Republic was founded.”47

The Church Committee produced fourteen volumes of fearlessly 
worded and meticulously documented reports that would become essential 
sources for cold war historians and conspiracy theorists alike. The commit-
tee detailed the FBI’s harassment of King and condemned COINTELPRO 
as “intolerable in a democratic society.”48 It was equally critical of the CIA’s 
illegal programs, though the chairman, who had known and admired John 
Kennedy, refused to pin the blame for the Castro plots on him. Church 
insisted that JFK, at least, had not known about CIA abuses and called the 
agency a “rogue elephant on a rampage,” though most of his committee 
and his staff quietly disagreed.49

The reports, however, merely documented past abuses; they did not 
prevent future abuse. Ultimately, Church failed in his quest to rein in the 
CIA. The next president, Jimmy Carter, tried to build on Church’s legacy 
by asking Congress to spell out the limits of the CIA’s powers with a new 
charter. Carter also appointed an iconoclastic CIA director, the tough- talking 
Adm. Stansfi eld Turner, who proclaimed that he would resign rather than 
carry out an illegal or unconstitutional order from the president.50 But the 
reform era at the CIA did not last long. Congress never passed a new char-
ter, or any substantive intelligence reforms, save the Foreign Intelligence 
Surveillance Act (FISA) of 1978, which set up a special court to approve 
electronic surveillance.51 After the terror attacks of 2001, President George 
W. Bush nullifi ed the only signifi cant Church Committee reform when 
he secretly ordered government snoopers to bypass the FISA court.52

Church had inadvertently implemented one of Nixon’s most Machia-
vellian directives: to document the illegal actions of agents of the U.S. gov-
ernment since World War II. And the senator had commanded more than 
a hundred staff members, not just Howard Hunt, to comb through old fi les 
for him. But whereas Nixon wanted to produce public cynicism, Church 
had hoped to educate and redeem American citizens by confessing—and 
then repudiating—the past sins committed in their name. “We must never 
become weary of being vigilant,” the senator explained. “We dare not 
shrink from another redemptive investigation.” To avoid an “Orwellian 
nightmare,” the nation needed to confront the dark deeds of its past.53



164  •  Real Enemies

Nixon, though, was a better student of the public mood than was the 
former choirboy from Idaho. After forcing the nation to confront its past, 
Church found that he had strengthened a trend he abhorred: the ultra-
right, libertarian rejection of all governmental authority. The percentage 
of Americans who said they distrusted the government actually increased 
during and after Church’s investigation.54

This distrust stemmed in part from the absence of justice following 
Church’s revelations. There was confession, but no expiation. No one went 
to jail as a result of Church’s disclosures. Nor was there much contrition—
certainly not from former president Nixon, who would tell the interviewer 
David Frost in 1977, “Well, when the President does it, that means that it is 
not illegal.”55 The inherent diffi culty of Church’s project—discovery without 
justice, a (cold) war crimes trial with criminals but no convicts— convinced
many Americans that public offi cials routinely committed crimes, covered 
them up, and escaped the consequences. Americans knew more about their 
government’s secret activities, yet they also distrusted their government 
more than ever before. More information did not create more trust.

In the House of Representatives, another investigating committee came 
to quite different conclusions than Senator Church about the CIA, conclu-
sions that were potentially even more disturbing. Though its investigation 
paralleled the simultaneous inquiry in the Senate, the House Intelligence 
Committee did not have the impact or authority of the Church Committee, 
partly because it was riven by partisan confl ict and discredited by leaks. Yet 
the committee nevertheless conducted an extensive investigation and pro-
duced a hard-hitting report. Chaired by an irascible New York Democrat, 
Otis Pike, the House committee obtained secret cold war foreign policy 
documents that helped the members to assess responsibility for the CIA’s 
assassination plots and coups against democratic foreign leaders. After 
examining these documents, the Pike Committee concluded in 1976 that 
the president had directed the CIA to undertake many of the actions that 
the nation now saw as morally reprehensible. “All evidence in hand,” the 
committee’s report said, “suggests that the CIA, far from being out of con-
trol, has been utterly responsive to the instructions of the President and 
the Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs.”56 Instead of a 
rogue elephant, the CIA was the president’s lapdog.

By blaming the presidency rather than one particular president for 
recent scandals, the Pike Committee resurrected the ghost that Americans 
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had tried to banish after Nixon’s resignation. Pike concluded that many 
abuses were not merely the fault of Nixon or a few individuals at the CIA; 
instead, all presidents could abuse their power by using the secret tools 
at their disposal. In one interview, Pike maintained that this conclusion 
threatened some of Americans’ most deeply held beliefs. In Watergate, he 
said, the American people were asked to believe that “their President had 
been a bad person. In this situation they are asked much more; they are 
asked to believe that their country has been evil. And nobody wants to 
believe that.”57

PIKE’S EXPLANATION was rather simplistic. Many Americans concluded 
that some covert actions—the Castro plots, the bugging of King, or the 
overthrow of democratically elected governments—were morally wrong. 
But it was hardly fair to call the whole country evil. Clearly, these actions 
had been undertaken without public knowledge.

But if Pike’s thesis was too easy, many Americans embraced an equally 
simple alternative. Why had their government done these shocking things? 
For many, the answer was obvious: the country itself was not evil, but it 
was ruled by an evil cabal.

After learning that Hoover’s FBI had tried to persuade Martin Luther 
King to kill himself and that the CIA consorted with the mob to kill Castro, 
some Americans began to suspect government conspiracies behind every 
recent murder or scandal. As the journalist Rod MacLeish concluded, 
“American society has gone buggy on conspiracy theories of late because so 
many nasty demonstrations of the real thing have turned up.”58 Alger Hiss 
became a popular lecturer on college campuses as many Americans came 
to believe his conspiracy theory that the FBI had framed him.59 Journalists 
considered possible CIA involvement in everything from the Watergate 
break-in to the slaying of Giancana as he scrambled eggs in his subur-
ban Chicago kitchen before he was to testify to the Church Committee 
about the Castro plots.60 “I suggest that two and two makes four,” wrote 
the  conservative columnist William Safi re, “that Sam Giancana took seven 
.22-caliber slugs in his body . . . to keep him from telling all he knew.”61

Some of Nixon’s aides continued their campaign to spread conspiracy 
theories as a way to persuade the public that the former president was 
somehow a victim of Watergate. Charles Colson, who had fi rst raised the 
possibility of pinning the Watergate break-in on the CIA in June 1972, 
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seized the opportunity provided by the intelligence investigations to go 
on television to declare that the real villain behind the Watergate and 
Ellsberg burglaries was, in fact, the CIA.62 Subsequent conspiracist books 
by journalists would suggest that the “real story” of the Watergate break-
in involved professional spies and prostitution rings.63

Frank Church’s mailbag overfl owed with letters from concerned 
Americans who wanted him to look into CIA involvement in everything 
from the JFK assassination to New York City’s fi nancial problems. A Yale 
University professor urged the senator to investigate a power outage that 
abruptly silenced a televised speech by Democratic presidential nominee 
Jimmy Carter. In 1978, citizens asked Church to probe possible agency 
involvement in the mass murder-suicide of People’s Temple members in 
Jonestown, Guyana.64 Over at Langley, CIA offi cers responded to the new 
theories with glum resignation. “They’re going to pin the crucifi xion on us 
next,” one said.65

Above all, the Church investigation breathed new life into conspir-
acy theories about the murders of John Kennedy and Martin Luther King 
Jr. Besides the Castro plots, congressional investigators revealed that the 
FBI had destroyed a threatening note from Oswald, the “Hosty note,” days 
after the assassination, and that both the CIA and the FBI had withheld 
key evidence from the Warren Commission. By the end of 1976, the lone-
gunman theory in the John Kennedy assassination was left “almost totally 
without adherents,” according to Gallup pollsters. Moreover, 70 percent of 
Americans believed that King’s convicted assassin, James Earl Ray, was part 
of a conspiracy. Only 5 percent of Americans accepted their government’s 
version of both killings.66

Some public fi gures even suggested that the FBI itself might have plot-
ted to kill King. After the Church Committee’s disclosures, King’s widow 
and some of his advisers called for reopening the investigation of his death.67

The Washington Post agreed that the Church Committee’s reports added 
“grotesque dimensions” to earlier doubts about Ray’s guilt. “The very 
least one can wonder, considering the late FBI director J. Edgar Hoover’s 
feelings about Dr. King,” the Post wrote, “is whether he could have put his 
agency’s whole heart into the investigation of the assassination.”68 Other 
Americans saw more sinister implications to the Church Committee rev-
elations. The Saginaw News of Michigan admitted that it was “chilling” to 
wonder if the FBI had helped to plot King’s murder. “Yet it is hardly more 
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chilling,” the editorialist concluded, “than testimony already a matter of 
record concerning alleged spy network involvement with organized crime 
in the fi eld of international assassinations.”69

Most prominent newspapers, newsmagazines, and network news shows 
still ridiculed the idea of a conspiracy in John Kennedy’s assassination. 
As usual, the mainstream media, which believed offi cial conspiracy theo-
ries without hesitation, regarded alternative, antigovernment theories as 
patently absurd. This condescending attitude persuaded many Americans 
that the media, like the government, could not be trusted. “To think that 
you still believe the Warren Report,” wrote one reader to Time after the 
newsmagazine had published a story supporting the lone-gunman theory. 
“I do look forward to a future issue featuring the tooth-fairy story.”70

In this atmosphere of cynicism, Jim Garrison, the disgraced, conspiracy-
mongering former district attorney of New Orleans, found a new following. 
Everyone from cabdrivers to lawyers began stopping him on the street and 
saying, “You’re right. You said it fi rst.”71 A “new wave” of research into the 
JFK assassination began in 1975, building on the work of the early critics. 
In contrast to the earlier assassination researchers, many of whom had suf-
fered during the McCarthy era, the new conspiracy theorists were young 
activists fresh from the antiwar movement. The fi rst, graying generation 
of assassination skeptics began recruiting acolytes at the nation’s universi-
ties. During a three-day conference at Boston University, for example, more 
than a thousand people packed into an auditorium in January 1975 to hear 
Mark Lane and other Warren Report critics. Over the next few months, 
Lane spoke at thirty-fi ve colleges and helped to organize more than twenty 
assassination research groups at these schools.72

These researchers focused most of their attention on the John Kennedy 
assassination, but they also challenged the offi cial stories about other 
recent political murders, including those of King and Robert Kennedy. 
Many of these new conspiracy theorists linked the three assassinations to 
the Vietnam War and Watergate. New Left leaders such as Carl Oglesby, 
former president of the Students for a Democratic Society, now looked 
back on Dealey Plaza as the place where American democracy had died. 
They focused on one enigmatic Watergate tape, the smoking gun tape 
of June 23, 1972. The release of this tape in 1974 had cost Nixon nearly 
all of his dwindling support in the Senate, for it proved conclusively that 
he had conspired to cover up the Watergate break-in. But beyond the 
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 evidence of cover-up, the tape was intriguing to many researchers because 
Nixon seemed to make mysterious references to other conspiracies. It was 
essential, Nixon told Haldeman on the tape, to stop the investigation 
of Watergate because more plots might be exposed. “Of course,” Nixon 
growled, “this [E. Howard] Hunt, that will uncover a lot of things. You 
open that scab, there’s a hell of a lot of things, and we just feel that it would 
be very detrimental to have this thing go any further.” The president was 
probably referring to the Castro plots, but some skeptics believed that the 
“things” in question meant CIA complicity in Dallas.73

American movies helped to spread this “conspiracy fever,” as Commen-
tary put it, with a spate of fi lms in the 1970s alleging that the U.S. 
government regularly conspired to commit murder and undermine 
democracy.74 The producers of one of these movies, Three Days of the 
Condor (1975), explained that they wanted to “show how government 
institutions might be subverted from within to betray, not serve, the pub-
lic trust.”75 According to their fi lm, the CIA didn’t fi ght evil, it embodied 
evil. Television shows and pulp novels also contributed to the “age of 
conspiracy” by featuring Nazi-loving CIA agents, mob-connected Justice 
Department offi cials, and tyrannical FBI directors who dreamed of sus-
pending the Constitution.76

As popular culture began to prime Americans to look for conspiracies 
everywhere, the critics of the Warren Report fi nally got the chance to “see” 
the JFK assassination with their own eyes. Robert Groden, an optical tech-
nician who had worked at the photo lab that had processed the Zapruder 
fi lm, showed a bootleg copy of the fi lm on Geraldo, a nationally televised 
talk show, in March 1975.77 Groden had spirited the fi lm out of the photo 
lab and had been showing it at private screenings and assassination confer-
ences for more than two years, but the Geraldo show marked the fi rst time 
most Americans had seen it. Twelve years after the event, the public could 
see that Kennedy’s head snapped back and to the left, in apparent defi ance 
of the laws of physics if he had been shot from behind. They could also 
check the timing of the shots.

Members of Congress saw the fi lm and began to voice their own 
doubts about the Warren Commission Report. Republican Senator Richard 
Schweiker, a member of the Church Committee, proclaimed that the 
Warren Report was “like a house of cards; it’s going to collapse.” He formed 
a subcommittee to examine the possibility that Kennedy had been killed 
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by Castro, the Soviets, or anti-Castro Cubans. The senator favored no par-
ticular theory. “The only thing I’m certain about is that we don’t know the 
truth about the Kennedy assassination,” he said.78

A majority of the House of Representatives agreed with him. Convinced 
that the assassination deserved a full congressional investigation, the House 
voted in September 1976 to authorize a twelve-member select commit-
tee to delve into the John Kennedy and King assassinations. The Church 
Committee reports, with their revelations of the CIA’s anti-Castro plots 
and the FBI’s harassment of King, provided “substantial impetus” for the 
investigation, the new committee explained.79 Thanks to Senator Church, 
the American people were fi nally going to learn what really happened on 
November 22, 1963.

AT LAST, THE CRITICS had won their fourteen-year battle: Congress had 
authorized a thorough investigation by the elected representatives of the 
people. Many of the Warren Report skeptics rushed to help the congres-
sional investigators, much as they had poured their enthusiasm into Jim 
Garrison’s probe years earlier. Eager to accept their help, the committee 
staff members organized a two-day conference with the leading critics.80

In an inquiry that lasted thirty months, cost $5.5 million, and employed 
250 staff members, the House Select Committee on Assassinations used 
subpoena power to compel testimony from witnesses, mobsters, and even 
the “umbrella man,” a person who, in the eyes of conspiracy theorists, 
seemed to signal someone by opening his umbrella as the motorcade went 
past.81 In the end, the committee issued a massive report and twelve vol-
umes of hearings and appendixes.82

Yet the committee failed to satisfy anyone—the critics, the few defend-
ers of the Warren Report, or the public. On the one hand, the investigators 
concluded that no agency of the U.S. government had conspired to assas-
sinate either Kennedy or King, and that the accused assassins, Oswald and 
Ray, were indeed guilty. Furthermore, they upheld the single-bullet theory 
in the JFK murder.

But the committee also contended that it had recently discovered new 
evidence of a fourth shot, and therefore of a second gunman in Dealey 
Plaza. The congressional investigators claimed that a motorcycle offi cer in 
the motorcade had inadvertently recorded the assassination when his radio 
transmitter got stuck in the “on” position. Acoustic experts said that they 
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could hear a fourth shot on the “dictabelt” recording from his motorcycle. 
There was a conspiracy, the congressmen concluded, and it might have 
involved anti-Castro Cubans or American mobsters.83

Congress’s extensive, footnoted, and authoritative conspiracy theory 
of the assassination was quickly demolished by a pornographic magazine 
and a drummer in a midwestern band. The Dealey Plaza Irregulars had 
always maintained that ordinary citizens could fi nd the truth, and in this 
case, the girlie magazine Gallery provided the crucial clue. In 1979, Gallery
included a plastic record of the dictabelt as an insert (“the historic recording 
of the JFK assassination ‘gunshots’ evidence that destroyed the lone assas-
sin theory! A Gallery EXCLUSIVE”). Girlie magazines had historically 
provided a forum for Kennedy assassination theories, which were seen by 
most of the mainstream media as political pornography. A percussionist 
in an Ohio rock band, Steve Barber, bought the magazine with the insert 
and played the 33 13 RPM record repeatedly for four months until he heard 
something that the experts had missed: the faint echo of a voice picked up 
from another radio channel. “Hold everything secure until the homicide 
and other investigators can get there,” Sheriff Bill Decker was saying. The 
tape, Barber concluded, had actually recorded sounds after the assassina-
tion; there was no audio record of the shots after all. A National Academy 
of Sciences investigation in 1982 upheld his analysis and discounted the 
acoustic evidence of conspiracy.84 In this case, the experts agreed with the 
amateur.

Far from solving the mystery of the Kennedy assassination, the House 
committee’s bungled investigation just raised more questions. “What the 
Committee gives us with one hand—a second gunman and a conspiracy—
it tends to take away with the other,” noted the New York Times columnist 
Tom Wicker.85 The American people could read Wicker’s scathing indict-
ment of the committee in his foreword to the offi cial paperback edition 
of the committee’s fi nal report. In other words, the mass-market version 
of the “defi nitive” investigation included an introduction denouncing that 
investigation. This did not bode well for public acceptance of the commit-
tee’s work.

AFTER WATERGATE, public offi cials had tried desperately to restore 
Americans’ faith in government. The House Assassinations Committee 
attempted to regain trust by fi nding evidence of conspiracy (but not by the 
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government). Senator Church wanted to redeem the government by expos-
ing (some) of its past sins and watching closely to make sure that it never 
sinned again. Congressman Pike expressed disgust at the bureaucrats in 
central intelligence who did the bidding of an evil president. President Ford 
and his aides wanted everyone to show respect and stop asking questions.

Yet the nightmare continued. By the 1980s, Americans no longer sim-
ply suspected that the government was undermining democracy. They 
were certain that it was guilty of much worse.
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6
Trust No One: Conspiracies 

and Conspiracy Theories 

from the 1970s to the 1990s

WHEN BILL CLINTON won the presidency in 1992, he said he wanted to 
provide health care for all Americans, revive the economy, and build a 
“bridge to the twenty-fi rst century.” But the president also had other goals. 
Soon after his election, Clinton spoke with an old friend, Webster Hubbell, 
whom he planned to appoint to a high post in the Justice Department. 
As they talked privately, Clinton gave him some secret orders. “Webb,” 
Clinton said to his golfi ng buddy, “if I put you over at Justice, I want you to 
fi nd the answers to two questions for me. One, Who killed JFK? And two, 
Are there UFOs?” The president, Hubbell said, was “dead serious.”1

By the 1990s, antigovernment conspiracy theories had become so main-
stream that even the head of government took them seriously. Skepticism 
of the government pervaded American popular culture. The X-Files, which 
suggested a massive conspiracy between aliens and the government, was 
the cult television hit of the 1990s. Some Fox TV executives initially ques-
tioned whether viewers would believe in such extensive government con-
spiracies, but the network discovered in focus groups that most Americans 
never doubted the premise.2 At the height of the show’s popularity, 
Americans’ distrust of the Warren Report hit its peak, with 90 percent of 
Americans doubting or rejecting outright the lone-gunman theory of the 
Kennedy assassination, and confi dence in the executive branch dipped to 



174  •  Real Enemies

its lowest point in history, with just 9 percent expressing a “great deal” of 
confi dence in the presidency.3 Two decades after Richard Nixon left offi ce 
in disgrace, Americans’ trust in their government continued to plummet.

Once again, Americans grew more suspicious of their government 
because they learned about secret government attempts to subvert 
American democracy. From the late 1970s to the 1990s, antigovernment 
conspiracy theories grew more credible and popular after the media and 
Congress discovered actual government conspiracies, from covert for-
eign policies to schemes involving drugs and secret medical tests. These 
plots were especially alarming to many because they targeted ordinary 
Americans rather than protest leaders.

The resulting skepticism transcended race and ideology. Suspicions 
about long-hidden government plots appealed to black separatists and 
white supremacists, to left-wing activists and right-wing militias, to anar-
chists and neofascists. Conspiracism bent the political spectrum and fused 
its extremes into an endless circle of paranoia. Soon after Clinton’s direc-
tive to Hubbell, the Internet would spread conspiracy theories and allow 
theorists to link to one another’s sites, thus proving that everything is con-
nected and giving hope to those who believed, in the words of The X-Files,
that “the truth is out there.”

As the century neared its end, the antigovernment skeptics infused 
their theories with a millennial sense of urgency. “The wolf,” said the 
popular conspiracy writer Milton William Cooper, “is at the door.”4 The 
X-Files’ many devoted fans agreed with one character’s assessment of the 
federal government in the show’s fi fth season: “No matter how paranoid 
you are,” she explained, “you’re not paranoid enough.”5

PSYCHIATRISTS DEFINE PARANOIA in part as the “persecutory delusion” 
that one is being “conspired against, cheated, spied upon, followed, poi-
soned or drugged.”6 In the late 1970s, Americans discovered that this feel-
ing of persecution was not always delusional. The revelation of CIA mind 
control experiments intensifi ed antigovernment paranoia as the public 
learned of offi cial plots to control the behavior of randomly chosen, ordi-
nary Americans.

As with so many of the government’s secret programs, agents began 
to experiment with mind control in response to feared communist con-
spiracies. Back in the 1930s, during the show trials of alleged counter-



Trust No One  •  175

revolutionaries in Moscow, international observers grew alarmed when the 
defendants recited zombie-like “voluntary” public confessions of crimes 
they could not have committed. Over the next decade, communist lead-
ers seemed to perfect their technique. In 1949, Cardinal Mindszenty, the 
anticommunist prelate of Hungary, made an eerie, robotic confession at 
his trial in Budapest. U.S. intelligence offi cers studied the cardinal’s empty 
eyes and worried that the communists had developed the ultimate cold war 
weapon: a way to manipulate the human mind.7

How could the United States counter these diabolical techniques? In 
1950, as President Truman deployed foot soldiers to the muddy fi elds of 
Korea, the CIA prepared to meet the enemy on the battlefi eld of the mind. 
In a program fi rst codenamed Bluebird, then renamed MKULTRA, the 
agency set out to fi nd a “chemical material” that could produce an “aber-
rant mental state” and “potentially aid in discrediting individuals, eliciting 
information, and implanting suggestions and other forms of mental con-
trol.”8 In other words, the CIA wanted to fi gure out how to make people do 
the government’s bidding against their will. Over the next several years, 
the agency doled out $25 million to psychiatrists who used their unsus-
pecting patients as guinea pigs in a frightening cold war attempt to control 
human behavior.9

The public’s fi rst clue to the existence of MKULTRA surfaced in 1975. 
The Rockefeller Commission disclosed that the CIA had tested “poten-
tial behavior-infl uencing drugs” on an unknown number of “unsuspect-
ing subjects in normal social situations” beginning in 1953. Ten years 
later, the CIA’s inspector general had “questioned the propriety” of the 
program, which had devastating effects in some cases, and shut down the 
experiments with involuntary subjects. The agency stopped the tests with 
voluntary subjects four years later, in 1967.10 By this time, the CIA had 
discovered that the human brain was remarkably resistant to external 
attempts to control it. Despite fears of a “Manchurian candidate,” popular-
ized by Richard Condon’s 1959 novel and the 1962 movie, scientists had 
learned that it was impossible to “program” an unwilling subject.

Before it ended, though, MKULTRA prompted at least one victim to 
take his life. Frank Olson, a civilian biological warfare expert at Fort Detrick 
in Maryland, attended a three-day conference at a lodge in Maryland with 
CIA offi cers and other scientists in 1953. One of his colleagues dropped LSD 
into the after-dinner liqueur. The germ warfare specialist reacted severely 
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to the drug and began to suffer from terrifying hallucinations. Over the 
next several days, he became increasingly agitated and unbalanced. When 
a CIA offi cer took him to New York to consult a psychiatrist there, Olson 
leaped to his death from the window of his tenth-fl oor hotel room.11

The Rockefeller Commission was troubled enough by the Olson case 
to feature it in its report. The commission did not name the man who 
had committed suicide, but it did give enough details for Olson’s widow 
and three children to recognize him. The oldest son, Eric, voiced the fam-
ily’s outrage. “I’m very angry at the C.I.A., because they let us grow up 
thinking our father had ‘inexplicably’ committed suicide,” he told the New
York Times. CBS News, the Washington Post, and People magazine also 
did sympathetic stories about Olson and the “C.I.A. suicide that nearly 
smashed a family.”12

The Church Committee investigated Olson’s death and the drug-testing 
program, but it could fi nd few relevant documents. CIA offi cials testifi ed 
that they had shredded the records. But in July 1977, as they searched 
through old fi les in response to Freedom of Information Act requests, 
agency employees discovered fi ve thousand MKULTRA documents. The 
CIA director, Adm. Stansfi eld Turner, immediately disclosed the documents 
to Congress as part of the Carter administration’s policy of openness. Two 
Senate panels held hearings on those documents and the thousands more 
that workers soon discovered.13

The Senate hearings and a later investigation by the journalist John 
Marks provided more details of the mind control experiments. Forty-four 
universities and colleges participated in the drug-testing programs, along 
with research foundations and private companies, hospitals, and prisons.14

In a bizarre twist, agents in the Bureau of Narcotics, the government’s 
soldiers in the war on drugs, helped the CIA to set up a program to give 
drugs to unsuspecting U.S. citizens and then study their responses. In 
Greenwich Village and San Francisco, CIA offi cers hired prostitutes to lure 
their customers to CIA safe houses, where the hookers slipped LSD and 
other behavior-changing drugs into their drinks and agents observed their 
reactions. The agency called the program “Operation Midnight Climax.” 
Besides LSD, the prostitutes also dropped laxatives in the drinks of their 
unsuspecting customers, dusted them with itching powders, and surprised 
them with stink bombs. The CIA never followed up to see if the involun-
tary subjects suffered from the drugs; indeed, the agency never even knew 
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their names.15 As the 1977 hearings showed, top U.S. “security” offi cials 
used “safe” houses to test dangerous drugs on random and unknowing 
citizens. “If you happened to be at the wrong bar at the wrong place and 
time, you got it,” Senator Richard Schweiker observed.16

The hearings also disclosed the most notorious example of mind control 
experiments run amok. In the 1950s and 1960s, the CIA paid an interna-
tionally prominent psychiatrist to erase the memories of his patients before 
attempting to reconstruct their shattered psyches. Dr. Ewen Cameron, a 
New York doctor who commuted to work in Montreal, prescribed cocktails 
of LSD, PCB, amphetamines, and barbiturates for the Canadians in his care; 
put them into a drugged sleep for weeks at a time; deprived them of all 
sensory stimulation in black chambers; convulsed them with electroshocks 
ramped up many times their usual power; and bombarded them with “psy-
chic driving” messages on endless audio loops. Many of his patients came 
to Cameron with mild anxiety or depression disorders but became hysteri-
cal after weeks of his “depatterning” experiments. Cameron justifi ed these 
experiments as a way to destroy “deviant” personalities and reprogram 
them for the public good.17

The revelations of the mind control experiments helped to create a new 
genre of conspiracy theories. By the early 1980s, suspicious citizens rein-
terpreted every recent puzzling event as the product of a CIA brainwashing 
or drug-testing experiment. As skeptics studied recent assassinations, they 
concluded that many of the killers seemed oddly robotic. Was Sirhan Sirhan, 
Robert Kennedy’s assassin, a tool of these mad CIA scientists? What about 
the lovesick sociopath who shot Reagan, or the two lonely women who tried 
to kill Gerald Ford, or the seemingly demented J. D. Salinger fan who killed 
John Lennon?18 Critics even suggested that the suicide-murder of more than 
nine hundred People’s Temple members in Jonestown, Guyana, in 1978 
might have been a CIA “brainwashing laboratory whose specimens spilled 
into public view.”19 It might also have been “cover” for a CIA plot to kill 
Congressman Leo Ryan, a vocal CIA critic who was assassinated by People’s 
Temple fanatics as he tried to fl ee Guyana and expose the cult. “I believe that 
it is possible,” said one of Ryan’s aides, Joseph Holsinger, “that Jonestown 
may have been a mind-control experiment, that Leo Ryan’s congressional 
visit pierced that veil and would have resulted in its exposure, and that our 
government, or its agent the CIA, deemed it necessary to wipe out over nine 
hundred American citizens to protect the secrecy of the operation.”20
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Although it sparked a brushfi re of antigovernment conspiracy theories, 
the revelation of the CIA’s mind control program was mainly of historical 
interest. The operation was, after all, defunct. Moreover, elected offi cials 
had never approved nor played a role in the program. But in the 1980s, 
Americans learned of current, continuing government conspiracies that, 
like Watergate, were centered in the White House itself and raised new 
questions about the subversion of American democracy.

THE GOVERNMENT CONSPIRACY known as Iran-contra began with an 
offi cial conspiracy theory, and once again, as with so many offi cial con-
spiracy theories of the twentieth century, this one involved communism. 
In President Ronald Reagan’s view, the United States was confronting a 
terrifying global conspiracy run from the heart of an “evil empire.” He 
portrayed the cold war in Manichaean terms, calling it a battle between 
“right and wrong and good and evil.”21

In Reagan’s view, these evil conspirators grew increasingly bold in the 
1980s. The communists were fl ooding Central America “in a sea of red, 
eventually lapping at our own borders.”22 Reagan saw the new commu-
nist government of Nicaragua, which had been reluctantly tolerated by the 
Carter administration, as “a cruel clique of deeply committed Communists 
at war with God and man from their very fi rst days.”23 If the Nicaraguan 
government remained in power, Reagan memorably warned, it would pro-
vide “a privileged sanctuary for terrorists and subversives just two days’ 
driving time from Harlingen, Texas.”24

Congress initially agreed with Reagan’s offi cial conspiracy theory 
and voted to support a group of anticommunist counterrevolutionaries 
in Nicaragua known as the contras. Created from the remnants of the 
national guard of Nicaragua’s previous dictator, Anastasio Somoza, the 
contras attempted to subvert the communist government by assassinating 
public offi cials and destroying Nicaragua’s infrastructure. But the contras’ 
terrorist tactics made them increasingly unpopular in the United States, 
and in 1982 Congress began limiting their funds. In 1984 Congress com-
pletely stopped the fl ow of U.S. aid to the contras.25

Reagan, however, was determined to continue supporting the contras, 
whom he called the “moral equal of our Founding Fathers.”26 But because 
the contra war was unpopular with the public, he decided to subvert the 
law covertly, rather than making it a prominent issue in his reelection cam-



Trust No One  •  179

paign in 1984. He directed his national security adviser, Robert McFarlane, 
to fi nd ways to keep the contras together “body and soul”: in other words, 
to fi nd a way around the law.27 McFarlane delegated this task to the Central 
American action offi cer on his staff, Marine Lt. Col. Oliver North.

North was an ambitious, charismatic young operative with a moist-
eyed love of his country and an unshakable certainty that he knew what 
was best for it. He had “the sunny, undimmed confi dence of a man who 
lacks insight into his own weaknesses,” the White House speechwriter 
Peggy Noonan later said.28 Contemptuous of the Democratic Congress, 
which he blamed for losing the Vietnam War, North eagerly sought ways 
to subvert the will of Congress and to continue funding the contras.

At fi rst, North tried to privatize and outsource the contra war by solic-
iting contributions from wealthy individuals and foreign countries. Once 
he had his slush fund, he set up a conglomerate to buy guns and fl y them 
down to Central America. He called this company “the Enterprise.” Some 
of the contras apparently took advantage of the secrecy of the project and 
used Enterprise planes to import drugs to the United States.29 As Senator 
Daniel Inouye later remarked, the Enterprise was “a shadowy government 
with its own air force, its own navy, its own fund-raising mechanism, and 
the ability to pursue its own ideas of the national interest, free from all 
checks and balances and free from the law itself.”30

Hidden from Congress’s view, the Enterprise grew in the  darkest 
recesses of the national security state. Congress required the CIA to 
report its covert actions to legislative overseers in a timely fashion, but 
the National Security Council staff had no overseers except the president. 
The CIA tried to avoid direct involvement with the Enterprise for the good 
reason that it did not want to report to Congress that it was breaking a 
law passed by Congress. But CIA Director William Casey clearly directed 
North from the wings.

The Reagan administration’s secret funding of the contras was illegal 
and unconstitutional, but at least it was consistent with Reagan’s publicly 
stated policies. This was not the case with the other half of the Iran-contra 
scandal. At the same time as he managed the covert war in Nicaragua, 
North also sold arms to a government regarded by most Americans as the 
moral equivalent of the Evil Empire.

The spiritual leader of Iran, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, was a 
uniquely feared and hated fi gure in the United States, named by Time
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magazine as “man of the year” for 1979 because he “towered malignly 
over the globe.” The ayatollah “gave the 20th century world a frightening 
lesson in the shattering power of irrationality, of the ease with which ter-
rorism can be adopted as government policy.”31 As Khomeini’s menacing 
eyes glared from magazine covers in the early 1980s, he became the face 
of evil to many Americans stunned by the surge of anti-American demon-
strations around the world.

As Time and the Reagan administration charged, Khomeini was indeed 
guilty of promoting terrorism. In 1984 and 1985, the Iranian ally Hezbollah 
began to seize individual U.S. citizens in Lebanon and hold them hostage, 
demanding, in return, the release of Islamic prisoners jailed in Israel. In 
1985, as the militants held seven Americans hostage in Beirut, an Iranian 
businessman approached U.S. offi cials and suggested that he could arrange 
for the release of the hostages. In return, the Iranian government wanted 
the U.S. government to sell it arms.

National Security Adviser McFarlane could have responded to the 
businessman’s proposition in a number of different ways. He could have 
pointed out that the U.S. government banned arms sales to Iran, for the 
good reason that it supported terrorists such as the kidnappers in Lebanon. 
He might have noted that the United States was leading a propaganda 
campaign, “Operation Staunch,” to persuade other countries to stop selling 
arms to Iran. He could have told the businessman that the United States 
never negotiated with terrorists, and that the president had explicitly called 
Iran part of a “confederation of terrorist states . . . a new, international ver-
sion of Murder, Incorporated.”32

But McFarlane did not say any of those things. Instead, he arranged, 
with Reagan’s written approval, secret arms-for-hostages trades with Iranian
government offi cials, who then pressured the kidnappers to release some 
hostages (though the terrorists promptly captured some more).33 Despite 
the Reagan administration’s public insistence that it would never nego-
tiate with terrorists, it essentially arranged to pay a kind of ransom to 
the kidnappers. McFarlane put North in charge of the arms-for-hostages 
trades, which continued after Adm. John Poindexter replaced McFarlane as 
national security adviser.

After months of coordinating the Iran and the contra operations, 
North got the “neat idea” to merge them.34 The contras needed money; the 
Iranian arms deals brought profi ts. So he decided to divert the profi ts from 
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the arms-for-hostages deals and give them to the contras. Investigators 
later spent months trying to determine if Reagan had approved this 
diversion of funds. Although North said that the president had given his 
approval, Reagan denied it, and investigators never found any documen-
tary proof.

In 1986 both of North’s secret operations leaked to the media, creating 
a crisis for the administration. A joint congressional investigation and an 
independent counsel soon revealed the frightening and bewildering con-
tours of the scandal: Swiss bank accounts and suitcases full of chemically 
treated cash; private businessmen, mercenaries, arms dealers, and drug 
runners on the payroll of the U.S. government; public offi cials fl ying on a 
secret mission into Tehran and begging for help from the nation that called 
the United States the Great Satan.

North also claimed that CIA Director Casey had even more grandiose 
plans for the future. In highly publicized testimony before Congress, North 
swore that Casey had discussed the idea of using illegal weapons sales to 
fund a permanent, secret foreign policy group unknown to Congress. In 
North’s words, Casey wanted an “off-the-shelf, self-sustaining, stand-
alone entity”—a covert agency outside of the CIA—that could carry out 
the CIA director’s wishes without the knowledge of democratic overseers.35

Casey died before he could respond to North’s charges.36

The Iran-contra scandal exposed a government that had been run, as 
the congressional committee’s majority report said, by a “cabal of zeal-
ots.”37 The Reagan administration, said Democratic Representative Louis 
Stokes, included “government offi cials who plotted and conspired . . . who 
lied, misrepresented and deceived. Offi cials who planned to superimpose 
upon our government a layer outside of our government, shrouded in 
secrecy and only accountable to the conspirators.”38

Moreover, Iran-contra represented what conspiracy theorists since the 
First World War had feared the most: the ultimate executive usurpation of 
power. The Iran-contra conspirators had not subverted the government; 
they were the government. “We usually think of a junta as planning to 
overthrow a president,” explained the political scientist Theodore Draper. 
“This junta came into being to overthrow an established constitutional 
rule of law, with the help of a president.”39 Reagan had clearly understood 
the implications of his actions. At one secret meeting, he seemed to accept 
the argument that evading Congress by soliciting foreign money for the 
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contras might be an impeachable offense. “If such a story gets out, we’ll all 
be hanging by our thumbs in front of the White House,” he said.40

Unlike the Watergate conspirators, who had recorded their crimes on 
audiotape, the Iran-contra plotters left a contradictory and fragmentary 
documentary record. They took to heart the lesson that hard-line defend-
ers of executive secrecy learned from Watergate: just burn the tapes. North 
spent weeks shredding documents before Reagan’s attorney general seized 
his offi ce and protected the fi les. The colonel proudly admitted that he had 
held a “shredding party” and destroyed the evidence. “I think I shredded 
most of that,” he said, with a smirk, to congressional investigators. “Did I 
get ’em all?”41

As the details of the scandal came to light, Reagan’s approval rating 
went into free fall and Americans’ faith in their government dipped to 
Watergate-era levels.42 Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan claimed that in 
the history of the republic there had never been “so massive a hemorrhag-
ing of trust and integrity.”43

Some of the president’s supporters, however, insisted that his political 
opponents had exaggerated the signifi cance of Iran-contra. In the congres-
sional investigation’s minority report, a group of Republican representa-
tives and senators conceded that the president made mistakes, including 
his decision to secretly subvert the contra aid law. In general, though, the 
Republican representatives found the president too weak in defending his 
foreign policy powers, such as when he “acceded too readily and too com-
pletely to waive executive privilege for our Committees’ investigation.” 
The main problem in Iran-contra, the minority seemed to say, was the 
Congress’s failure to accept the president’s role as the nation’s “foreign 
policy leader.”44 Eight Republicans, including Wyoming’s congressman, 
Dick Cheney, signed the minority report. During the Iran-contra hearings, 
Cheney went even further, explaining that he sympathized with Reagan’s 
decision to ignore Congress and even his own State Department. Sooner 
or later, he said, most presidents decide that the “only way to get anything 
done, to cut through the red tape, to be able to move aggressively, is to have 
it done, in effect, inside the boundary of the White House.”45

Though most Americans disagreed with Cheney’s analysis, the pres-
ident’s approval ratings did eventually recover from the scandal, largely 
because of Reagan’s sudden and unexpected willingness to help thaw the 
cold war at the end of his second term. But Americans’ trust in the gov-
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ernment rebounded only slightly in 1989, and then fell to even lower lev-
els in the years to come.46 Although several leading Iran-contra fi gures 
were convicted of felonies, they never served time in jail, thanks to court 
reversals on technicalities and last-minute pardons by Reagan’s successor, 
President George H. W. Bush. Once again, the revelations of government 
crimes had brought partial confessions but no penance or redemption.

Skeptics found it diffi cult to decide which part of Iran-contra scared 
them the most: the government-within-a-government, the contempt for 
democracy, or the bald-faced hypocrisy of a tough-talking administration 
willing to sell arms to the ayatollah. For many Americans, though, the 
scandal had one clear message: government offi cials routinely lied and 
broke the law.

If they inveighed against terrorism while selling arms to terrorists, if 
they fought a “war on drugs” while easing the path for drug runners, what 
else might Reagan’s secret warriors be hiding? “We’re told by our leader-
ship to be resolute against terrorism, yet they make deals,” one science 
fi ction writer told the New York Times. “People have lost trust in reality 
and they’re looking for something else.”47 In the wake of the scandal, old 
antigovernment conspiracy theories took on contemporary twists.

ON THE SURFACE, the soldiers of Oliver North’s Enterprise might not seem 
to have an obvious connection to little green men from outer space. But 
inventive skeptics soon suggested otherwise. In the 1980s, conspiracists 
dusted off a decades-old mystery in the New Mexico desert, imbued it with 
cosmic signifi cance, and “proved” its likelihood by linking it to real Reagan 
administration conspiracies. In Roswell, antigovernment conspiracy theorists 
found the ultimate explanation for government deception and cover-ups.

The Roswell “incident” occurred at the dawn of the nuclear age and 
the cold war, just months after President Harry Truman had offi cially 
announced his administration’s intention to fi ght communism all over the 
globe. At the beginning of the summer of 1947, the fi rst summer of the 
cold war, hundreds of Americans began calling newspapers, radio stations, 
and government agencies to report mysterious, unidentifi ed objects hover-
ing in the night sky. By early July, a wave of “fl ying disk” sightings had 
rippled across the American West. Many of these early witnesses assumed 
that they were seeing secret U.S. or Soviet military vehicles, not ghostly 
ships from another planet.48



184  •  Real Enemies

As newspapers breathlessly reported each new saucer sighting, a 
rancher in southeastern New Mexico stumbled upon a puzzling fi nd. On 
the remote stretches of his property, he discovered a pile of sticks, tin-
foil, thick paper, and smoky-gray rubber, all stuck together with scotch 
tape. After he called the nearby Army Air Force base at Roswell, the public 
relations offi cer for the base announced that the Army had obtained the 
remains of a mysterious “fl ying disc.” But the next day, the commanding 
general for the region denied the saucer story. The strange debris had a 
mundane origin: it was just the remains of an ordinary weather balloon.49

In subsequent decades, conspiracy theorists would report this story 
in quotation marks—as in, the “weather balloon” story—and indeed, it 
was not the truth. The “weather balloon” had been part of a top-secret 
U.S. military project to detect possible Soviet nuclear tests. In 1946 and 
1947, the Army Air Force had launched thousands of these high-fl ying 
balloons, puffed full with helium to pull their loads of instruments into the 
stratosphere. The devices strained to hear the high-altitude sound waves 
of Soviet atomic detonations.50 When one of these balloons smashed into 
the sands of the New Mexico ranch, the military decided to hide the proj-
ect’s real purpose. The “weather balloon” story was born. And the public 
accepted the story for three decades.

But after Vietnam, Watergate, and the Church Committee revelations, 
writers uncovered the long-buried story of the crash in the desert and 
found it teeming with conspiratorial possibilities. The fi rst Roswell con-
spiracy book appeared in 1980, thirty-three years after the original event. 
In The Roswell Incident, William L. Moore and Charles Berlitz, who had 
previously written books on the alleged teleportation of a World War II 
ship and on the Bermuda Triangle, managed to link nuclear fears and sus-
picion of the government with a quasi-religious hunger for supernatural 
communion. According to The Roswell Incident, which the anthropolo-
gist Charles Ziegler calls “Version 1” of the Roswell myth, the “weather 
balloon” was actually an alien spaceship that had been fl ying over New 
Mexico to monitor the U.S. military’s atomic research.51 A lightning strike 
downed the craft and the crash killed the aliens on board. The government 
swiftly covered up the accident because it wanted to prevent a mass panic 
and, more important, because it wanted to conceal the alien technology 
found at the crash site. After studying the debris, military offi cers believed 
that they had found the “ultimate secret weapon.”52
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The fi rst version of the Roswell theory was standard conspiracist fare: 
it featured evil generals, killer technology, and lying politicians, but no evi-
dence for its assertions. Then, seven years later, in the midst of the worst 
government scandal since Watergate, Roswell researchers suddenly pro-
duced the evidence to support their thesis.

In May 1987, as dramatic testimony before the Iran-contra investi-
gating committee dominated the headlines, three authors announced that 
an informant had provided them with proof of the Roswell conspiracy. 
According to their account, an anonymous whistleblower had sent them 
several top-secret documents, including a copy of a 1952 memo to President-
elect Dwight Eisenhower. Stamped “TOP SECRET: MAJIC EYES ONLY,” 
the memo allegedly briefed the president on a complex plot involving a 
fl ying saucer crash at Roswell, the military’s recovery of four decomposed 
alien bodies, the weather balloon cover story, and a massive governmental 
cover-up, codenamed Operation Majestic-12, or MJ-12.53 Some conspira-
cists saw the hand of MJ-12, or perhaps of their alien controllers, in the 
Kennedy assassination.

Later, other researchers denounced the MJ-12 documents as fakes. 
In one case, the forgers, showing an impressive command of earlier con-
spiracy theories, had cribbed much of Gen. George Marshall’s 1944 letter 
to Thomas Dewey disclosing the Pearl Harbor “Magic” intercepts, with 
names and dates changed and “magic” becoming “majic.”54

But though they lacked creativity, the MJ-12 forgers clearly under-
stood the contemporary political context. In all signifi cant respects, MJ-12 
was the Enterprise of the early cold war. According to the documents, a 
small group of men at the top of the U.S. government, many of them uni-
formed military offi cers, had formed a secret government—a government 
within the government—as part of a massive conspiracy to deceive the 
public. As in Iran-contra, a few documents had survived to testify to the 
truth, but most had been shredded.

The Roswell authors’ charge that government offi cials had stolen alien 
technology raised another, more important question: What were they 
doing with that technology? Throughout the 1980s, as automatic teller 
machines and checkout scanners spread throughout the United States, 
some activists worried that the military could use computer microchips 
to track and control citizens. Meanwhile, in the skies over vast stretches 
of the American West, the U.S. military tested the Stealth Bomber, a plane 
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so cleverly designed that it was invisible to enemy radar. Perhaps govern-
ment agents had found these technologies in the debris of alien crafts and 
were using them to discover new ways to control the people. Perhaps, some 
skeptics speculated, the aliens were tutoring the CIA on new mind control 
techniques.

The implications of these new antigovernment theories could be 
unbearable to contemplate. After all, with earlier conspiracy theories, if 
the CIA killed the president, then the truth-seekers could expose the male-
factors and toss them out of offi ce. But if aliens killed the president, or if 
the CIA controlled Americans’ minds, then it was much more diffi cult to 
plan an effective response. Some bold conspiracists connected the alien and 
brainwashing theories and suggested that mind control was “the ultimate 
abduction.”55

Although many of the theories were preposterous, they did spring 
from actual congressional investigations of real government conspira-
cies. Theorists did not imagine that the CIA had dropped drugs into the 
drinks of random Americans, or that executive branch offi cials sold arms 
to terrorists, opened the nation’s gates to drug runners, and conspired to 
create a secret government-within-a-government; these things had really 
happened.

Soon, though, some Americans began to examine these real con-
spiracies and to hypothesize about even more ambitious plots yet to be 
unveiled. When the Iran-contra hearings revealed CIA ties to drug dealers, 
some theorists leaped to an even more terrifying conclusion: that the U.S. 
government deliberately allowed drug traffi cking as a means to control 
African Americans.

LIKE THE OTHER antigovernment conspiracy theories of the 1980s, rumors 
of government-sanctioned drug dealing had rumbled through American 
communities for decades. During the Vietnam War, some African Americans 
argued that the government imported drugs to pacify militant blacks. In the 
1970s, this rumor became painfully credible to many African Americans as 
they read frightening headlines about offi cial plots against the powerless.

In 1972, the Associated Press publicized the Tuskegee syphilis experi-
ment, in which the U.S. Public Health Service denied potentially life-saving 
treatment to four hundred syphilitic black men from 1932 to 1972 so that 
doctors could learn more about the disease.56 For many African Americans, 
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Tuskegee became a metaphor for the government’s callous disregard for 
their lives. “A lot of people don’t even know exactly what Tuskegee was,” 
one community organizer told the Los Angeles Times in 1997, “but it has 
become mythological. They know it was against black people, and it was 
bad.”57

After the Tuskegee revelations, journalists uncovered more exam-
ples of unethical government medical experiments. To study the effects 
of radiation on the human body, government workers persuaded boys in 
reformatories to eat oatmeal laced with radioactive calcium. In Nashville, 
government doctors urged pregnant women to drink cocktails that fi zzed 
with radioactive iron. In prisons in the West, government scientists bom-
barded prisoners’ groins with radiation and then studied their peeling, 
shrunken scrotums. Government doctors even injected plutonium directly 
into the veins of eighteen Americans who they thought were going to die 
soon anyway. The subjects of these government experiments were poor and 
powerless, and many, including all of the Tuskegee victims, were black.58

Some African Americans saw these programs as the newest episodes in 
a shameful history of white American assaults on black bodies, from slavery 
to lynching to Tuskegee.59 They knew that other government conspiracies, 
like the FBI’s counterintelligence programs, also targeted African Americans. 
In fact, the more African Americans knew about history, the more likely 
they were to believe in contemporary conspiracies against them.60

To some, the spread of crack throughout urban America in the 1980s 
seemed to be another such conspiracy. Smokable cocaine, or crack, was 
much cheaper than the powdered form of the drug and thus opened up 
marketing opportunities for dealers.61 Crack ravaged inner-city America 
and prompted the National Urban League in 1989 to declare substance 
abuse to be “the single major leading social, economic, and health problem 
confronting the African-American community.”62

The federal government responded to the surge in crack use by passing 
draconian drug laws designed to lock up the dealers, who were overwhelm-
ingly black. Under mandatory minimum sentencing laws passed in the 1980s, 
the predominantly white sellers of powder cocaine received much less time 
in prison than crack dealers who had sold similar amounts of drugs.63

Crack devastated African American communities, and the govern-
ment’s response to the “plague” forced millions of black men into prison. 
How could this happen? For many African Americans, the answer seemed 
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obvious: the government worked with smugglers in Central America to 
bring crack into black communities to control them.

Once again, the Iran-contra scandal made the most outrageous anti-
government conspiracy theories seem believable. In 1987 and 1988, as 
Iran-contra unfolded, Senator John Kerry of Massachusetts chaired a major 
investigation into the links between drug dealers and the Nicaraguan con-
tras. In December 1988 the Kerry Committee issued an eleven-hundred-
page report documenting the contras’ efforts to sell drugs to pay for their 
war and U.S. offi cials’ knowledge of these crimes. “It is clear,” the report 
said, “that individuals who provided support for the Contras were involved 
in drug traffi cking, the supply network of the Contras was used by drug 
traffi cking organizations, and elements of the Contras themselves know-
ingly received fi nancial and material assistance from drug traffi ckers.” The 
committee also concluded that several U.S. agencies, including the CIA, 
knew about the traffi cking but chose to look the other way.64

Most public offi cials and journalists ignored or scoffed at the Kerry 
Committee report because it relied on the testimony of drug dealers. As 
the committee’s chief investigator explained, it could hardly do anything 
else. “Bring me a Lutheran pastor who was there when the drugs were 
unloaded in Miami,” said Jack Blum, “and I’ll call him as a witness.”65

Although the mainstream media dropped the CIA-crack story after 
the release of the Kerry Report, many African Americans saw it as proof 
that the U.S. government intentionally imported drugs to destroy black 
America. In 1990, 60 percent of African Americans told pollsters that it was 
likely or possible that “the government deliberately makes sure that drugs 
are easily available in poor Black neighborhoods to harm Black people.” 
By contrast, only 16 percent of whites believed this suggestion of govern-
ment-sponsored misery.66

The mainstream media seemed uninterested in pursuing the CIA-drug 
links until August 1996, when a regional newspaper suddenly revived the 
story. The San Jose Mercury News, a Knight-Ridder newspaper known for 
its aggressive investigations, published a story by the reporter Gary Webb 
that linked the contras and the CIA with drug dealers in a “Dark Alliance” 
against poor Californians. Webb reported that CIA agents deliberately 
ignored and then covered up evidence that contras were selling crack 
cocaine in Los Angeles ghettoes. The cocaine that fl owed into California 
“helped spark a crack explosion in urban America,” Webb explained.67
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Webb never claimed that the CIA was engaged in a conspiracy to 
spread drugs in African American neighborhoods. The agency was far too 
incompetent, he believed, to carry out such a complicated plot. But he did 
believe that individual agents’ conscious decisions to allow the contras to 
sell drugs “boomeranged back to the streets of America, in the long run 
doing far more damage to us than to our supposed ‘enemies’ in Central 
America,” as he explained in a memo to his editors.68

Webb was a well-known investigative journalist who had won several 
awards, including the Pulitzer Prize, for his hard-hitting articles on mob-
sters, corrupt politicians, incompetent bureaucrats, and dishonest business-
men. He had come of age in the 1970s, when young journalists ached to 
become the next Bob Woodward or Carl Bernstein by exposing govern-
ment conspiracies. Some of his colleagues idolized him for his sensational 
stories and his legendary refusal to compromise his principles; others found 
him self-important and inclined to push his stories beyond where the facts 
would take them. In this case, Webb’s key assertions were true: some CIA 
agents did turn a blind eye to drug traffi cking by their anticommunist 
allies. But Webb’s interpretation of those facts—that one contra-led drug 
ring helped start the crack epidemic—was less defensible. The Mercury
packaged the story in a salacious manner, with a graphic that superimposed 
a man smoking a crack pipe on the CIA logo.

Although the nation’s most prestigious papers, including the New York 
Times, the Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times, initially ignored 
the stories, talk radio helped Webb and the fans of the series bypass the 
elite newspapers and television networks. Hosts of these shows deluged 
Webb with requests for interviews. He obliged by giving more than one 
hundred radio interviews over the next two months.

The Internet was even more important than talk radio for Webb’s 
story. “Dark Alliance” was the fi rst online, interactive exposé. Located in 
the heart of the Silicon Valley, the Mercury wanted to stretch the bound-
aries of traditional newspaper publishing. The format was revolutionary 
for the time: readers could not only read Webb’s piece but click on links to 
see the documents he had unearthed.

With the Mercury’s pioneering use of the Web as an interactive pub-
lishing tool, the trend toward citizen involvement in investigating govern-
ment conspiracies, fi rst evident in the Kennedy assassination, now reached 
its zenith. Those interested in a possible CIA-crack conspiracy did not have 
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to mail each other smudged clippings; anyone in the world with Internet 
access could log on to the Mercury Web site, read Webb’s story, and judge 
its accuracy by clicking on the links to the offi cial documents. Even those 
Americans who were not yet connected to the Web had easier access to the 
stories in the new digital era. For example, at one hair salon in New York 
that catered to African Americans, clients could pick up printouts of Webb’s 
stories on the reading rack, right next to Ebony and Essence.69 Hosts of 
African American talk radio shows read excerpts from the series on the air 
and urged their listeners to log on to the Mercury Web site to learn more. 
Thanks to the series, the “Black Telegraph,” said the Time columnist Jack 
E. White, referring to the term for the informal communication network 
among African Americans, “moved into cyberspace.”70

To many African Americans, “Dark Alliance” provided evidence of 
yet another government conspiracy against them. “We’ve always specu-
lated about this,” said one Washington, D.C., talk radio host. “Now we 
have proof.”71 The Rev. Jesse Jackson, the NAACP, the Congressional 
Black Caucus, and Maxine Waters, an African American congresswoman 
from Los Angeles, called for offi cial investigations. Residents of South 
Central Los Angeles, a predominantly African American neighborhood, 
held marches and candlelight vigils to demand a government inquiry into 
Webb’s story. African American activists sealed off the entrance to CIA 
headquarters in Langley with yellow crime scene tape.72

In response, CIA Director John Deutch took the unprecedented step of 
confronting the angry skeptics in person. Appearing at a town hall meet-
ing in South Central Los Angeles, packed with hundreds of hostile, suspi-
cious inner-city residents, Deutch insisted that the CIA as an institution 
never consciously ignored evidence of drug traffi cking by its agents. He 
was drowned out by boos and catcalls. “Why should we believe you today,” 
asked one middle-class black man, “when you say certainly this could 
never happen in Los Angeles, when the CIA’s done this stuff all over the 
world?”73 Deutch’s promise of an internal investigation did not satisfy the 
crowd. “You think you can come down here and tell us that you’re going 
to investigate yourselves, and expect us to believe something is actually 
gonna happen?” one woman yelled at him. “How stupid do you think we 
are?”74

The growing popularity of the Mercury series fi nally prompted the 
top-tier newspapers to address it—and to dismiss it as misleading and inac-
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curate. The Los Angeles Times, the Washington Post, and the New York 
Times published front-page stories attacking both the series and African 
Americans’ embrace of it, which the newspapers perceived as evidence of 
African American paranoia.75 The assaults on his story disgusted Webb. 
“This is like reading Pravda,” he said on Los Angeles radio.76 Many African 
Americans could not understand why the mainstream media found the 
story incredible. As one Washington resident said, the “white press is point-
ing fi ngers at the black community, saying we’re paranoid and quick to see 
conspiracy at every turn of the corner. Where have they been for the last 
30 years? Can I just mention the Tuskegee syphilis study, COINTELPRO, 
Watergate, Iran-contra. Hello, America?”77

By focusing on the stories’ weakest element—the charge that a contra 
drug ring helped to cause a nationwide crack epidemic—the large papers 
missed the most disturbing aspects of the revelations. Even if the CIA did 
not cause the drug explosion in the United States, neither did it deserve a 
medal for valorous service in the government’s supposed “war on drugs.” 
The historian Peter Kornbluh called the attack on Webb’s stories “one of 
the most wasteful expenditures of journalistic resources” in recent journal-
ism history. “If that much energy . . . had been expended on the true scandal 
of contras and drugs,” Kornbluh continued, “Gary’s reporting would have 
been signifi cantly expanded.”78

For some readers, the big papers’ attacks on Webb confi rmed their 
longtime suspicion of the media. For others, including Webb himself, the 
attacks were unexpected and disillusioning. The Mercury editors were ter-
rifi ed by the big newspapers’ collective decision to push them to the mar-
gins of respectable journalism. Stung by the critiques, the Mercury backed 
away from the series and apologized for its alleged fl aws. Webb’s bosses 
reassigned him to an obscure bureau. He quit the paper and never found 
another job in mainstream journalism.

An internal CIA investigation later confi rmed Webb’s most important 
point: that some agency offi cials deliberately ignored evidence that its con-
tra allies were traffi cking in drugs.79 “Dark Alliance” forced the CIA to 
admit publicly that some of its agents worked with anticommunist drug 
smugglers at the height of the war on drugs. The Los Angeles Times did 
not run a story on the report.

Partly because the major newspapers treated Webb with contempt, he 
quickly became a hero to conspiracists throughout the nation. His censure 
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by the journalism establishment proved what they had suspected for years: 
the fourth estate was in league with the government to hide disturbing 
facts from the public. Earnest tipsters located the underemployed Pulitzer 
Prize winner in Sacramento and tried to convince him to expose every-
thing from the identity of the anthrax serial killer to the CIA’s attempts to 
control their brain waves. Webb was irritated by the attention and adula-
tion from the conspiracists. He did not want to be associated with crazy 
extremists, or to have his own reporting dismissed by historians as “con-
spiracy mongering.”80 When another reporter mentioned conspiracy theo-
ries in a conversation with Webb in 1998, he erupted. “I don’t believe in 
fucking conspiracy theories,” he responded. “I’m talking about a fucking 
conspiracy.”81

Unable to fi nd a job on a major daily, Webb sank into depression, 
divorced his wife, and pushed away many of his old friends. On December 
10, 2004, he watched his favorite movie, The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly,
played his favorite album, Ian Hunter Live, and tossed a poster with a 
quotation hailing the integrity and independence of journalists (“There 
should be no fetters on reporters, nor must they tamper with the truth, 
but give light so the people will fi nd their own way”) into the trash. Then 
he shot himself in the head.82 Admiring conspiracists from all over North 
America came to his funeral to pay him homage. A few of them called the 
Sacramento coroner to ask if someone might have faked the suicide to 
cover up his murder.83

Many of Webb’s fans came from the left. Embittered survivors of the 
protest movements of the 1960s, they took refuge in conspiracy theories 
that helped to explain why their dreams had died. In particular, his stories 
resonated with some African Americans, who interpreted his reporting as 
evidence for earlier theories about government-sponsored drug rings.

Yet the impact of Webb’s stories and his death stretched beyond the 
political left. His suicide saddened Pacifi ca radio listeners and militia sym-
pathizers alike, who saw him as a rare journalist willing to speak truth to 
power. Admiration for Webb connected Americans who, by any rational 
political calculus, should despise one another. John Birch Society supporters 
joined with graying hippies to celebrate his determination to expose the lies 
of what activists of the right and the left called the “secret government.”

The story of how a radical journalist became the hero of racist militia 
members helps to explain the strange fusion of the political extremes after 
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Iran-contra. As the journalist Michael Kelly explained in a 1995 article, 
there were surprising similarities between the radical left and the para-
noid right in post–cold war America. Extremists of all stripes feared one 
thing above all: “the boundless, cabalistic evil of the government and its 
allies.”84 What Kelly termed “fusion paranoia” would become the preemi-
nent trend of conspiracism at the end of the millennium as both left and 
right found a common enemy to fi ght in their defense of the republic: their 
own government.

WEBB’S ADMIRERS on the right drew on the ideas and strategies of earlier 
white supremacist movements. Calling themselves the Patriot movement, 
these activists of the 1990s had roots that stretched back to the neofascist 
organizations of the 1970s and 1980s. Groups like the Order, the Aryan 
Nations, and the Posse Comitatus spread the “Christian identity” belief 
that people of color were subhuman “mud people” and that Jews were the 
spawn of Satan.85 Right-wing extremists fi rebombed synagogues, robbed 
banks, terrorized government offi cials, and assassinated liberal spokesmen 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s. In many ways, these far-right groups 
were mirror images of the leftist revolutionary groups of the same era. 
They organized in secretive cells, mixed ammonium nitrate bombs in 
their cellars, and hoped to provoke government oppression, which, they 
reasoned, would radicalize the masses and generate sympathy for the ter-
rorists.86 But these groups were on the fringes of American life. The FBI 
estimated that the Posse Comitatus had between twelve thousand and fi fty 
thousand members, while the Order was far smaller.87

After the end of the cold war, these fringe groups helped to lay the 
foundation for a much larger movement. Building on the doctrines of the 
neofascists, the Patriot movement leaders emphasized a secular, libertar-
ian form of government bashing. White supremacy took a backseat to a 
more marketable grievance: the threat posed to American citizens by their 
government.

The Patriot movement comprised an eclectic assortment of antiabor-
tion activists, antienvironmentalists, nationalists, unapologetic racists, 
survivalists, and gun rights advocates. Some members of this loosely orga-
nized movement were registered Republicans who worried about what 
they saw as assaults on gun rights but believed it was possible to reform 
the system from within; others were hard-core conspiracists who believed 
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that the republic was already lost because “insiders” had taken over the 
government and were undermining the Constitution.88 Unlike the more 
mainstream leaders of the Christian right, the Patriot leaders rejected alli-
ances with corporate elites and with most conservative political leaders, 
whom they viewed as part of the plot.

The Patriots appealed to millions of Americans who agreed with their 
basic premise that the government was taking away their God-given 
and constitutional rights. Scholars estimate that as many as fi ve million 
Americans joined Patriot organizations or supported Patriot candidates for 
offi ce. A much smaller subset of this group, about twenty thousand to sixty 
thousand Americans, joined the armed militias of the movement, which 
prepared for war against the government.89

In the view of Patriot leaders, the end of the cold war in 1989 and the 
impending end of the millennium in 2000 were bookends for the most 
dangerous period in U.S. history. They worried that government security 
agents, rendered redundant by the fall of the Soviet Union, would spy 
on and oppress Americans. Indeed, some conspiracists believed that this 
had already happened. The conspiracist guru and militia activist Milton 
William Cooper explained that a bomb shelter in Virginia initially built 
to house public offi cials in the event of nuclear war hid a shadow govern-
ment that exercised the real power in the country. The program to protect 
Americans, he warned, “has actually been turned against us.”90

The end of the cold war also opened up a new—and, to some, a fright-
ening—economic universe. As the barriers to global free trade collapsed 
throughout the 1990s, some nationalists worried that the United States 
might lose its distinctive identity. When President George H. W. Bush 
spoke glowingly of a “new world order” in 1991, conspiracists seized on 
the “secretly coded” speech as evidence of the internationalists’ plan to 
destroy the republic. Bush’s repetition of the code phrase “must . . . be con-
sidered in light of the fact that he is a Skull & Bones alumni [sic] and a 
dedicated and loyal servant of the Secret Brotherhood,” wrote the con-
spiracist Texe Marrs. This Brotherhood was a “small clique, or committee, 
of plotters” who “possess more power and authority than any other group 
in all of human history,” but who apparently needed to communicate by 
placing code words in public speeches.91

Marrs and other conspiracists thought they knew the precise date of 
this impending catastrophe: the start of the new millennium, they believed, 
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would bring the ultimate battle between good and evil.92 During the cold 
war, many had assumed that the communists would be the villains in this 
apocalyptic drama. After the fall of communism, they were forced to recast 
the play, with the U.S. government itself now starring as the Antichrist. 
As in the McCarthy era, the Enemy was indeed within. But this time, 
these enemies controlled more than a few midlevel bureaucrats in the 
State Department; they controlled the FBI, the military, and the Federal 
Emergency Management Administration.

But it was the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) that 
served as the insiders’ most important tool, the right-wing conspiracists 
believed. To subdue the American people, the government fi rst needed to 
take their guns. In their view, ATF agents were the shock troops of totali-
tarian revolution. By the early 1990s the conspiracists saw signs that this 
revolution had begun.

The event that inspired the birth of the American militia move-
ment took place on a remote mountaintop in northern Idaho in 1991. 
Randy Weaver was a survivalist, a fundamentalist Christian, and a Second 
Amendment enthusiast who had tried to separate from American society 
and government by moving his family to the Idaho wilderness. Weaver 
could not escape the reach of federal weapons laws, though; he was arrested 
after he sold a sawed-off shotgun to an ATF agent at a white supremacist 
gathering. Believing that the agent had entrapped him and seeing all gun 
laws as unconstitutional, Weaver refused to appear for his federal trial on 
illegal weapons charges. Instead, he holed up with his family and a friend 
in his tiny cabin in Ruby Ridge. When federal marshals approached the 
cabin, both sides began shooting. Weaver’s fourteen-year-old son, Samuel, 
and a marshal were killed. The government responded with a massive show 
of force, with hundreds of federal agents barricading the rural outpost. 
Weaver surrendered after an eleven-day siege, but not before an FBI sniper 
had killed his wife, Vicki, as she held their infant daughter in her arms.

For many Americans on the right, Ruby Ridge symbolized the “tyr-
anny of government,” as John Trochmann, a right-wing activist and con-
spiracist, explained. Weaver’s supporters helped to organize the American 
militia movement at a meeting in Estes Park, Colorado, two months after 
the siege ended.93 To the hundreds of Americans at that meeting, the gov-
ernment had tricked Weaver into breaking an unjust law, then assaulted 
his family in their home. The only way to respond to such police-state 
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tactics, they believed, was to organize eighteenth-century-style militias to 
restore the republic.

The siege at Ruby Ridge angered the militia activists, but the events 
at Waco the next year truly enraged them. Outside of that Texas city, on 
a stretch of prairie called Mount Carmel, an apocalyptic Adventist sect 
known as the Branch Davidians prepared for the “end times” by stockpil-
ing illegal weapons in their wooden fortress. The cult’s polygamous leader, 
David Koresh, combined Christian fundamentalism with secular surviv-
alism. In February 1993, when the ATF tried to search the compound 
for banned weapons, the Davidians resisted with deadly force. Four ATF 
agents and an unknown number of Davidians died in the shootout. The 
FBI responded to the murder of their fellow federal offi cers with hundreds 
of agents, tanks, helicopters, searchlights, and stereo speakers intended to 
blast the Davidians out of the compound with unbearably loud music.

After fi fty-one days of tense negotiations, Attorney General Janet 
Reno, convinced that the Davidians were abusing the children in the fort, 
decided to force them out. As an armored vehicle poked a hole in the com-
pound walls and began pumping in tear gas, a fi reball exploded. At least 
eighty adults and children died in the ensuing inferno, which was broad-
cast live on television.94 A special investigation by former senator John 
C. Danforth criticized the FBI for trying to hide evidence that the tear 
gas was fl ammable, but concluded that the Davidians had started the fi re 
themselves.95

Right-wing conspiracists, however, alleged that the FBI set the fi re and 
then shot the victims as they tried to run from the fl ames. The “tyrannical 
regime” of the Clinton administration had targeted the Davidians because 
of their unorthodox religious views and their refusal to submit to arbi-
trary gun laws. In the conspiracists’ view, their government was willing to 
do anything to control Christians and their guns—even burn them alive. 
With the “Waco Holocaust,” explained one Waco conspiracy Web site, the 
U.S. government “proclaimed itself to be the enemy of the people.”96

The militias saw the 1993 passage of the Brady Law as the next stage 
in the government’s plot to confi scate citizens’ weapons of resistance. The 
law mandated a waiting period before consumers could buy handguns. 
Once Americans, thus disarmed, could no longer resist, the conspiracists 
concluded, government agents would summon the forces of the United 
Nations and the New World Order. “Fear the Government That Fears Your 
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Guns” was the motto on a popular bumper sticker sold by the American 
Justice Federation, a right-wing conspiracist group specializing in theories 
about what really happened at Waco.97

Some conspiracists did more than fear the government; they wanted 
to destroy it, along with the people who worked for it. The ultimate fan-
tasy of antigovernment terrorism was expressed in The Turner Diaries, a 
neo-Nazi, futuristic novel written in 1979 by William Pierce under the 
pseudonym Andrew Macdonald. Early in the novel, the protagonists blow 
up FBI headquarters with a homemade fertilizer bomb concealed in a truck. 
Later, the hero destroys the Pentagon, the government’s “nerve center,” by 
smashing into it with a plane loaded with a nuclear bomb.98

One of the most devoted fans of The Turner Diaries was a young Gulf 
War veteran named Timothy McVeigh. A militia sympathizer, McVeigh 
was a walking compendium of antigovernment conspiracy theories. In the 
pre-Internet days of the early 1990s, he networked with other right-wing 
activists by attending gun shows around the country, where he collected 
assault rifl es along with conspiracist books and theories about government 
cabals. Setting up his own table at the shows, he sold ATF baseball caps that 
had been suggestively pierced with bullet holes. He also hawked discounted 
copies of The Turner Diaries.99 McVeigh had distrusted the federal govern-
ment before Waco, but the siege of the Branch Davidians pushed him to 
the outer fringes of conspiracist paranoia. Convinced that federal agents 
had gassed, incinerated, and shot the Davidians because of their defense 
of their Second Amendment rights, he vowed to seek revenge. “ATF, all 
you tyrannical mother fuckers will swing in the wind one day, for your 
treasonous actions against the Constitution of the United States,” he wrote 
in a letter he hoped federal agents would fi nd. During the siege, he made 
a pilgrimage to Waco, where a student journalist photographed him sit-
ting on a car and selling antigovernment bumper stickers (“WHEN GUNS 
ARE OUTLAWED, I WILL BECOME AN OUTLAW”). Shortly afterward, 
McVeigh visited Area 51 in Nevada, where right-wing extremists believed 
the government had stashed alien bodies and technology.100

On April 19, 1995, the second anniversary of the tragedy at Waco and 
the 220th anniversary of the battle of American colonists against British 
imperial forces at Lexington and Concord, McVeigh carried out an attack 
against the government he saw as tyrannical. Wearing a T-shirt that cel-
ebrated the assassination of the president who symbolized the creation 
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of a national government, Abraham Lincoln, and that quoted Thomas 
Jefferson’s advice that “the tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to 
time with the blood of patriots and tyrants,” he drove a rented Ryder truck 
to Oklahoma City and parked it in front of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal 
Building. At 9:02 he leaped from the cab of the truck, ran to a nearby 
car, and sped away. One minute later, the truck exploded with a force that 
ripped apart the nine-story building, tore a massive crater in the ground, 
and murdered the federal workers, their children in the day care center, and 
the visitors inside (“collateral damage,” McVeigh called the children and 
visitors, using a Pentagon phrase from the Gulf War for civilian casual-
ties of bombings). He killed 168 people in the worst terrorist attack in the 
country’s history up to that point. McVeigh later explained that he had 
cast himself as Jedi Knight Luke Skywalker in Star Wars, with the federal 
government as the Evil Empire and the Murrah Building as the Death 
Star.101 In his world, an obscure offi ce building in Oklahoma was the site of 
imperial power and repression.

Despite McVeigh’s confession, right-wing conspiracists speculated that 
government agents had planned a “Reichstag fi re” and planted the bomb 
themselves, or used mind control techniques on McVeigh. ATF agents in 
Oklahoma City, they insisted, had been told to stay away from work that 
day.102 In any event, they claimed, the dead workers “were the real terror-
ists,” as William Pierce, author of The Turner Diaries, explained. “When a 
government engages in terrorism against its own citizens, it should not be 
surprised when some of those citizens strike back and engage in terrorism 
against the government.”103 President Clinton offered a different perspec-
tive. “The bombing in Oklahoma City,” he said to the nation on television 
that afternoon, “was an attack on innocent children and defenseless citi-
zens. It was an act of cowardice, and it was evil. The United States will not 
tolerate it. And I will not allow the people of this country to be intimidated 
by evil cowards.”104

As his secret request to Webb Hubbell had shown, the president some-
times questioned the truthfulness of the U.S. government. But he believed 
that there was a great difference between questioning some offi cial nar-
ratives—Who really killed JFK?—to believing that the government was 
actively plotting against its citizens. “If you say that government is in a 
conspiracy to take your freedom away,” he explained, “you are just plain 
wrong.”105
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SOME AMERICANS DISAGREED with the president. They did not see 
McVeigh as “evil”; instead, they found him to be worthy of their sym-
pathy, or even admiration. And it was not just white supremacists with 
cellars full of assault rifl es who respected McVeigh. He had many defend-
ers on the left. Like Gary Webb, McVeigh helped to fuse the fears of the 
political extremes.

At fi rst glance, the extreme left and the far right of the 1980s and 
1990s shared little common ground. The activists on the far right despised 
socialism while often preaching white supremacy, anti-Semitism, misog-
yny, fundamentalist Christianity, and homophobia. They opposed the use 
of state power for any purpose except protecting the social and economic 
order.106 By contrast, activists of the far left were often hostile to organized 
religion and passionate about using government to protect the rights of 
people of color, gays, and women. They were also eager to expand gov-
ernment power in certain areas, such as health care. Moreover, though 
both groups sometimes shared a common rhetoric, the same words could 
mean very different things. For the left, “government terrorism” meant 
American bombs falling on foreign civilians; for the right it meant gun 
control laws, the income tax, and the Bureau of Land Management.

And yet, despite these obvious differences, as the end of the millennium 
approached activists of the right and the left shared a common terror that the 
republic was in peril. Iran-contra had caused liberals and even a few right-
wing activists to fear “the secret government,” which was the title of both 
a compelling 1987 Bill Moyers documentary on PBS and an alarming 1989 
book by the militia leader Milton William Cooper. Although many self-
described conservatives applauded Oliver North, Cooper wrote for a con-
stituency that saw the scandal as a sign that the “insiders” had already taken 
over the government. Perhaps, Cooper suggested, Congress’s failure to pun-
ish the president proved that the New World Order was coming sooner than 
anyone thought. In Iran-contra, Cooper noted, “the Congress even seemed 
to go out of its way to duck the issues that were just under the surface. Could 
it be that Congress knows the whole thing and won’t touch it?” The “whole 
thing” involved the control of the government by aliens, who were hiding 
their weapons under the testing sites at Area 51 in Nevada. “It is the only 
scenario,” he wrote, “that answers all the questions and places the various 
fundamental mysteries in an arena that makes sense.”107 He used the Iran-
contra hearings and Church Committee reports to “prove” his theory.
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Cooper’s alarm over Iran-contra was not unique among right-wing 
activists. According to the conspiracy theory analyst Chip Berlet, the 
mainstream press received help in uncovering the details of Iran-contra 
from many unlikely right-wing sources, including career military men, 
who resented the infl uence of the CIA; anti-Semitic intelligence analysts, 
who decried the infl uence of Israel in Reagan’s White House; and fringe 
conspiracists such as perennial presidential candidate Lyndon LaRouche. 
Berlet worried about the consequences of this left-right alliance against 
the CIA. In 1992 he warned that “some of the classic scapegoating con-
spiracy theories of the far right” were infl uencing allegedly leftist analyses 
of U.S. foreign policy and domestic surveillance.108

As one example, Berlet cited the mélange of left and right in Oliver 
Stone’s fi lm JFK. Because it alleged that Kennedy was killed because he 
wanted to withdraw from Vietnam, most reviewers saw it as a leftist 
fi lm. But many progressive commentators noted the fi lm’s “right-wing 
paranoid theories,” which were blended with the leftist conspiracy theo-
ries.109 Stone proposed a massive plot involving generals, industrialists, 
anti-Castro Cubans, and homosexuals, indiscriminately mixing left-wing 
theories about a military-industrial complex conspiracy with the right-
wing arguments spouted by an ally of Holocaust deniers, Fletcher Prouty 
(called “Mr. X” in the fi lm).110 Alexander Cockburn, a columnist for the 
Los Angeles Times and the Nation, contended that the fi lm illustrated the 
“crippling nuttiness of what passes in many radical circles for mature anal-
ysis and propaganda.” In Stone’s version of history, Cockburn argued, “left 
ultimately joins hands with right.”111

This fusion conspiracism was also evident in the popular responses 
to Ruby Ridge and Waco. Both sieges had consequences far beyond the 
militia movement: they convinced millions of Americans that government 
agents routinely conspired against nonconformists. A CBS made-for-tele-
vision movie, for example, portrayed the Weavers as creepy but harmless 
eccentrics who did nothing to deserve the government assault on their 
family.112 Similarly, support for the Davidians also crossed ideological lines, 
with one feminist pacifi st calling theirs a “loving, committed, interracial 
community and family, something all too rare in our isolated, alienated, 
bigoted world.”113 A poll showed that 61 percent of Americans believed 
that federal offi cials, not the Davidians, started the fi re at Waco.114 To 
Americans in and beyond the militias, Waco and Ruby Ridge symbolized 
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government assaults on American families in their homes.115 The FBI’s 
excesses in these two cases managed to transform rather unsympathetic 
characters—a polygamist and a white supremacist—into misunderstood 
victims of governmental tyranny.

Gore Vidal, who for decades had been defending the American republic 
against the “American Global Empire, our old republic’s enemy,” was another 
leftist intellectual who empathized with the Weavers, the Davidians, and 
McVeigh.116 In a November 1998 article on the “shredding” of the Bill of 
Rights, Vidal described Vicki and Sam Weaver as victims of “cold-blooded 
federal murder” and the Waco fi re as the “FBI slaughter of the innocents.” 
He challenged the government’s defi nition of “terrorist,” adding that 
“most of today’s actual terrorists can be found within our own govern-
ments, federal, state, municipal.”117

In prison before his execution, McVeigh read Vidal’s article with 
interest. He began corresponding with the author and ordered a volume 
of his collected essays, United States. In these essays, Vidal ruminated, 
among other things, on various Kennedy assassination conspiracy theo-
ries, declared that President Wilson had “arranged a war which neither 
Congress nor nation wanted,” and speculated that Howard Hunt might 
have forged the diary of the man who shot George Wallace.118 McVeigh 
was impressed by these meditations on the subversion of the republic by 
corporate elites and imperial executives. “I think you’d be surprised,” he 
wrote Vidal in 1999, “at how much of that material I agree with.”119

After the execution, Vidal tried to justify McVeigh’s terrorism in a 
long, respectful article in Vanity Fair magazine. McVeigh, he said, seemed 
“to have stumbled into the wrong American era.” He would have made 
a fearsome abolitionist or Union soldier, fi ghting the good fi ght against 
slaveholders and rebels. “But he was stuck where he was and so he declared 
war on a government that he felt had declared war on its own people.” 
Like McVeigh’s favorite author, The Turner Diaries’ William Pierce, Vidal 
argued that McVeigh had been driven to extremes by the repressiveness 
of the state.120

The anarchist terrorist known as “the Unabomber” also admired 
McVeigh. Theodore Kaczynski killed three people and wounded twenty-
three more in an eighteen-year bombing campaign. The Unabomber’s 
ideology was diffi cult to classify: his “manifesto,” which railed against 
industrialization, technology, and the loss of individual freedom, contained 
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elements of right-wing reaction, yet he also inspired admirers on the 
extreme left with his anarchist views and his dedication to propaganda of 
the deed.121

Kaczynski met McVeigh in the exercise yard of the supermax federal 
prison in Colorado, where they sat in separate wire-mesh pens. At fi rst, 
Kaczynski was reluctant to engage McVeigh in conversation because he 
feared that a friendship with a neofascist mass murderer might project the 
wrong image. But when they began talking, he discovered that McVeigh 
“sounded like a liberal.” Like Vidal, Kaczynski came to believe that McVeigh 
had missed his historical era, because “America since the closing of the 
frontier has had little room for adventurers.” Also like Vidal (and like 
William Pierce), Kaczynski tried to excuse McVeigh’s crime by insisting 
that “our politicians and our military kill people in far larger numbers than 
was done at Oklahoma City.”122

As they sat in the cages in the yard of the country’s most secure prison, 
the two antigovernment terrorists discussed their common political ground 
and agreed that “certain rebellious elements on the American right and left 
respectively had more in common with one another than is commonly 
realized.” It was impossible, the neo-Nazi told the anarchist, to tell left 
from right any more.123

As the new millennium approached, scholars noted that conspiracy 
had become “the default assumption in an age which has learned to dis-
trust everything and everyone,” in the words of the cultural theorist Peter 
Knight.124 In 1995, a jury acquitted O. J. Simpson of the murder of his wife 
and her friend because its members believed his lawyers’ theory that a 
conspiracy of racist cops had framed him. Hillary Clinton invoked a “vast 
right-wing” conspiracy to explain the looming impeachment of her hus-
band in 1998. Popular movies featured presidents who staged fake wars 
on soundstages to avoid domestic problems and CIA drug-testing victims 
under assault from black helicopters.125

The X-Files was the ultimate expression of 1990s fusion paranoia. The 
television series creator, Chris Carter, explained that Watergate was “the 
big bang of my moral universe,” but his plots, featuring global conspira-
cies and a government-within-a-government, owed more to Iran-contra.126

The show, which aired from 1993 to 2002, followed FBI agents Fox Mulder 
and Dana Scully as they sought to discover the truth about government 
cover-ups of alien visitation and horrifi c medical experiments.127 Like the 
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popular conspiracist writer Milton William Cooper, The X-Files sometimes 
suggested that aliens controlled the government, and sometimes suggested 
that human plotters in the government were trying to get Americans to 
think that aliens controlled the government. “For years,” Agent Scully 
suggested, “we’ve been nothing more than pawns in a game; . . . it was a lie 
from the beginning.”128 The show’s message resonated with many viewers. 
Polls showed that 71 percent of Americans agreed that the government 
knew more about UFOs than it acknowledged.129

Mulder and Scully were 1990s versions of the amateur sleuths of the 
Kennedy assassination, pounding the pavement in Dallas with recorders 
hidden in their armpits. True, they had offi cial roles as FBI agents, but they 
fought the FBI hierarchy, which was part of the conspiracy. This conspir-
acy grew more complicated and nefarious as the series progressed, as the 
apparent leaders of the plot turned out to be mere pawns themselves.

Like the Kennedy assassination researchers, Mulder and Scully could 
never quite solve the central mystery of the conspiracy. Although one of 
the slogans of the show contended “The truth is out there,” the writers 
played with the notion of “truth.” Mulder seemed to think that he could 
explain everything if only he could open the right door or fi nd the right 
fi le—that he could avenge his father and his sister, who had apparently 
been victimized by the conspiracy, and restore some imaginary idyll. But 
the show repeatedly foiled Mulder, insisting that each new truth he discov-
ered was at best only partial and in fact probably another layer of ruse. The 
show seemed to contend that all reality was a vast and incomprehensible 
conspiracy that resisted logic (and Mulder). Nobody controls the game, and 
the truth is in fact not out there. The show rotated the “truth” slogan with 
a few others, including “Trust no one” and “Everything dies”—including, 
apparently, logic.

The endless twists and turns of the X-Files conspiracy embraced the 
demands of series television, because, of course, if Mulder ever found the 
truth, the series would be over. But the show also refl ected the anxieties of 
the 1990s: the government is a conspiracy; Americans think they can uncover 
this conspiracy; the plotters always foil them. Self-consciously post-Dallas, 
post-Watergate, post–Iran-contra, and post–cold war, The X-Files combined 
the Kennedy assassination, Nixon’s White House horrors, Tuskegee, Ruby 
Ridge, Waco, and Roswell into one gigantic government plot against the 
people.
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The Soviets were gone, but the national security state that grew up 
to fi ght them survived. “Because there’s not nuclear missiles pointed at 
our heads, you can’t consolidate your fears there anymore,” explained 
Glen Morgan, a co-executive producer of the show during its fi rst two 
seasons.130 Public trust in the government dropped to even lower levels in 
the 1990s than in the 1980s, with just 21 percent of Americans, a historic 
low, expressing a great deal of faith in their government in 1994.131 Lacking 
borders, these fears fl ooded the cultural landscape.

As The X-Files entered its eighth season in the twenty-fi rst century, 
it seemed that conspiracism about the U.S. government had reached its 
height. Until, that is, Dick Cheney, unapologetic defender of secret govern-
ment conspiracies and executive power, came back to the White House.



7
Cabal of Soccer Moms: 

9/11 and the Culture of Deceit

THE FOUR WIDOWS from New Jersey were nervous as they sat down to 
meet with the man they privately called “everyone’s favorite war crimi-
nal.”1 It was late 2002, and the women and other 9/11 family members had 
just won their long battle to force President George W. Bush to appoint 
a blue-ribbon commission to investigate the unanswered questions of 
the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Their husbands died in those 
attacks, and these widows, known collectively as the “Jersey Girls,” wanted 
desperately to discover if the 9/11 conspiracy involved more people than 
the hijackers from Osama bin Laden’s al Qaeda terrorist group.

But when the president appointed former secretary of state Henry 
Kissinger, one of the strongest advocates of offi cial secrecy in U.S. govern-
ment history, as chair of the inquiry, the women wondered whether the 
commission would wage an aggressive fi ght for truth. They worried that 
Kissinger might try to turn the investigation into a whitewash that exon-
erated his friends in the Bush administration and the Saudi clients of his 
international consulting business.

Kristen Breitweiser, a petite, thirty-two-year-old blonde with a scrubbed 
face and carelessly tied ponytail, took the lead. She and the other three Jersey 
Girls came from upscale, Republican suburbs across the state line from 
New  York, and two of them had voted for Bush in 2000. But the admin-
istration’s opposition to an exhaustive investigation of 9/11 had  convinced
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them that Bush did not want to discover the whole truth about the events 
of that day. They looked like amiable soccer moms, but, as the president’s 
supporters would soon learn, they should never be underestimated.

After introductions and small talk, Breitweiser, an attorney who had 
practiced for just three days before quitting, and other family members 
asked Kissinger to disclose his client list. Visibly irritated, Kissinger mum-
bled about confi dentiality. He grudgingly conceded that perhaps “a lawyer” 
could look at the list. “Kristen’s a lawyer,” one of the other widows piped 
up. Kissinger stiffened in irritation. Then another Jersey Girl, Lorie Van 
Auken, asked him if he represented clients who might present a confl ict 
of interest—such as, for example, the bin Laden family. Kissinger knocked 
over his coffee cup and “nearly fell off the couch,” Breitweiser remem-
bered.2 He soon resigned from the commission.

The president’s supporters were outraged that the widows had effec-
tively vetoed his choice to lead the investigation, and they quickly mobi-
lized to assail the Jersey Girls as manipulative narcissists who reveled in 
the attention brought by their victimization. The tone of these and subse-
quent attacks was always the same: How did these women dare to dictate 
the terms of an investigation to the president of the United States?3 When 
the widows met with the New York Post to complain about a particularly 
vicious editorial against them, the Post’s editor, Bob McManus, expressed 
amazement that they had gotten an appointment. “I don’t even know who 
you people are, who you may think you are,” he said, “and frankly, I don’t 
know how you even got in the building.”4

The Bush supporters were angry because the Jersey Girls had done far 
more than get in the building: they had successfully disputed the power of 
the mainstream media and political elites to defi ne the meaning of 9/11. 
In time, they would reject the fi ndings of the offi cial commission that they 
had demanded and begin considering and popularizing “revisionist” theo-
ries about 9/11 that diverged from the offi cial conspiracy theory sanctioned 
by the White House. They worried that a small group of executive branch 
offi cials—a cabal of neoconservatives—was trying to cover up damning, 
perhaps even horrifying, secrets about 9/11. “We felt that the country was 
at risk from terrorists and from incompetence,” Van Auken explained in a 
9/11 documentary. “And maybe worse.”5

Real government conspiracies and cover-ups made these revisionist 
theories more believable. The popularity of alternative 9/11 conspiracy 
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theories rose as Americans’ trust in their president fell. By 2006, this dis-
trust had become so widespread that more than one-third of Americans 
believed that their own government either planned and executed or con-
sciously took no action to stop the worst mass murder in U.S. history.6

INITIALLY, TO MOST AMERICANS, the conspiracy behind the 9/11 attacks 
seemed nefarious but relatively small, consisting of nineteen hijackers 
and the al Qaeda leader bin Laden, who had been protected by the weak 
Taliban regime in Afghanistan. This conspiracy theory supported a vigor-
ous but (relatively) limited response from the U.S. government: invading 
Afghanistan, capturing the plotters, and deposing the Taliban.

Then, about three months later, some administration offi cials began 
suggesting a different, more far-reaching plot behind September 11, a plot 
that required a more extensive response from the U.S. government. On 
December 9, 2001, Vice President Dick Cheney said on NBC’s Meet the 
Press that it had been “pretty well confi rmed” that Mohammed Atta, one 
of the hijackers, had met with a “senior offi cial of the Iraqi intelligence 
service” in Prague several months before the attacks. Ominously, Cheney 
implied that there might be continuing links between al Qaeda and Iraq’s 
Saddam Hussein, who, the vice president stated categorically, had been 
“aggressively” adding to his existing stocks of weapons of mass destruc-
tion. Clearly, “given the vulnerability of the United States that’s now been 
demonstrated, given the increasing linkage, if you will, between terrorist[s] 
and weapons of mass destruction,” Cheney explained, U.S. offi cials had to 
consider “how we proceed to make certain that the United States is not 
vulnerable to that kind of an attack.”7

The danger to the United States posed by Iraq’s regime had been a stan-
dard argument for neoconservatives for years before 9/11. In 1997, many 
future Bush administration leaders, including Cheney, Defense Secretary 
Donald Rumsfeld, Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz, and Cheney’s 
chief of staff, I. Lewis Libby, had called for the United States to expand its 
military and to impose “an international order friendly to our security, our 
prosperity, and our principles.”8 These men and others had united to form a 
think tank, called the Project for a New American Century (PNAC), to lobby 
for this aggressive post–cold war foreign policy. But to expand its power in 
the Middle East, the U.S. government fi rst needed to oust Saddam Hussein. 
In 1998, several PNAC leaders, including Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz, publicly 
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called on President Bill Clinton to remove Hussein from power. Iraq was 
“almost certain” to acquire weapons of mass destruction, they said, and to 
use these weapons to threaten U.S. security.9

In 2000, the PNAC laid out in extensive detail its ambitions for “rebuild-
ing America’s defenses.” In a seventy-six-page report, the authors argued 
for a more interventionist foreign policy that would strengthen U.S. power 
around the world and intimidate those rogue regimes like Iraq that refused 
to accept American dominance. They acknowledged, and lamented, the dif-
fi culties of persuading the public to bear the burdens of the New American 
Century. Unless, that is, “some catastrophic and catalyzing event, like a 
new Pearl Harbor,” awakened the American people to the need for military 
expansion.10 Advocates of Iraqi “liberation” were almost wistful about the 
prospect of a crisis that would prompt U.S. intervention in Iraq. “Ideally, 
the fi rst crisis would be something with Iraq,” Kenneth Adelman, a Bush-
Cheney adviser, told the journalist Nicholas Lemann after Bush’s election. 
“It would be a way to make the point that it’s a new world.”11

Some neoconservatives had warned for years that Hussein might use 
terrorist proxies to carry out a new Pearl Harbor. For example, the politi-
cal scientist Laurie Mylroie, a fellow at the American Enterprise Institute 
and former assistant professor at Harvard, saw Saddam’s hand behind 
many terrorist attacks of the 1990s. Mylroie blamed Saddam for the 1993 
World Trade Center bombing and, despite Timothy McVeigh’s confession, 
for the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995. She had offered her assistance 
to McVeigh’s lawyers, who regarded her as a “fanatic.” Stephen Jones, 
McVeigh’s lead attorney, compared Mylroie to “The Da Vinci Code peo-
ple.” “She had this one grand theory,” he said. “I didn’t see it.”12 Like many 
neoconservatives, including her friend Wolfowitz, Mylroie concluded that 
Hussein was the chief conspirator behind the 9/11 attacks. “No reasonable 
person” could believe otherwise, she said on CNN.13

But reasonable people did think otherwise. Most U.S. intelligence 
professionals were astounded that anyone would link the secular, mod-
ernizing, though brutal, dictator of Iraq with the religious zealots in al 
Qaeda. Just hours after the attacks, Richard Clarke, the U.S. counterterror-
ism chief, was “incredulous” when the president directed him to investi-
gate Saddam’s possible links to the terrorists. “But, Mr. President, al Qaeda 
did this,” Clarke protested. The president responded “testily” that Clarke 
should investigate the possible Saddam link anyway.14
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Like Clarke, many U.S. counterterrorism offi cials were stunned by the 
Bush administration’s persistent suggestions that Iraq might have directed 
the 9/11 attacks. CIA analysts doubted the claim about the alleged Iraqi–al 
Qaeda meeting in Prague from the beginning. The only supposed evidence 
for the meeting was a surveillance photo outside the Iraqi embassy in 
Prague showing an Iraqi agent with an unidentifi ed husky man in a leather 
jacket. “We knew right away that’s not Atta,” said one U.S. counterterror-
ism offi cial. The man in the picture “looked sort of like an Albanian thug. 
Atta was a little scrawny guy.” Moreover, FBI agents found evidence from 
Atta’s bank and cell phone records that he was in the United States in the 
days surrounding the alleged meeting.15 In short, according to the agency’s 
top Middle East specialist, Paul Pillar, U.S. intelligence “never offered any 
analysis that supported the notion of an alliance between Saddam and al 
Qaeda.”16

Yet administration offi cials persisted in manufacturing the link.17 Over 
the next year, Cheney used increasingly defi nitive language to tie Iraq to 
al Qaeda. In March 2002 he stated that Mohammed Atta had “in fact” met 
with Iraqi intelligence in Prague.18 By September, this Prague meeting had 
become one of many; there were, Cheney said, “a number of contacts” 
between Saddam and al Qaeda before the attacks.19

These offi cial pronouncements about “contacts” and “facts” helped 
to transform many Americans’ understanding of 9/11. Right after 
September 11, only 3 percent of Americans blamed Iraq for the attacks.20

But they trusted the president and vice president to tell them the truth 
about terrorist threats. The surge of patriotism after the attacks helped 
to reverse, at least temporarily, the long-term slide in Americans’ trust 
in their government. In the last national poll on government trust before 
the attacks, taken in March 2001, only 29 percent of Americans said they 
trusted the government to do the right thing most of the time. After 
September 11, those numbers more than doubled, to 64 percent.21 Citizens 
of democracies typically “rally round the fl ag” and support their govern-
ment in times of crisis.22 In this context, Bush administration offi cials had 
a great deal of power to persuade Americans to believe their theory.

By August 2002, after months of administration arguments, the pro-
portion of Americans who blamed Saddam for 9/11 leaped from 3 percent 
to 53 percent.23 In September 2003, nearly 70 percent of Americans believed 
the administration’s conspiracy theory.24
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In proposing the Saddam–al Qaeda conspiracy, the administration was 
making an argument about history. September 11 was, after all, in the past. 
But this historical interpretation also pointed the way to future policies. 
The administration was suggesting that the next Iraq–al Qaeda conspiracy 
would bring the unthinkable.

In the administration’s view, Iraq gave al Qaeda the one thing it needed 
most: a state sponsor capable of building the factories required to enrich 
vast quantities of uranium. Although Hussein might hesitate to launch 
nuclear missiles from Iraq, he could still slip bombs to terrorists and 
kill tens of thousands of Americans “without leaving any fi ngerprints,” 
President Bush said.25

According to Cheney, Saddam was not only supporting terrorists but 
was also “actively pursuing nuclear weapons at this time,” despite the rig-
orous inspections after the Gulf War in 1991.26 Indeed, Cheney reported 
that the United States had “irrefutable evidence” that Saddam had recon-
stituted and accelerated his nuclear weapons programs.27 National Security 
Adviser Condoleezza Rice vividly spelled out the implications: “We don’t 
want the smoking gun to be a mushroom cloud.”28 President Bush also 
used the smoking gun–mushroom cloud image, fi rst suggested by a cre-
ative White House speechwriter.29

In his State of the Union address for 2003, the president presented 
a terrifying scenario. Bush said that Saddam had tried to buy aluminum 
tubes to enrich uranium, and, even more ominously, he had also “recently” 
sought to buy “signifi cant quantities” of uranium from Africa. Iraq could 
conceivably develop a nuclear bomb and give it to al Qaeda. “It would take 
one vial, one canister, one crate slipped into this country,” the president 
said, “to bring a day of horror like none we have ever known.”30

The next month, in a riveting speech to the United Nations, Secretary of 
State Colin Powell presented evidence that Saddam was stockpiling biologi-
cal and chemical weapons, trying to build nuclear bombs, and improving his 
“sinister” links to al Qaeda. “Our concern,” Powell said, “is not just about 
these illicit weapons. It’s the way that these illicit weapons can be connected 
to terrorists and terrorist organizations that have no compunction about 
using such devices against innocent people around the world.”31

United Nations weapons inspectors reported that they could fi nd no 
“evidence or plausible indication of the revival of a nuclear weapons pro-
gram in Iraq.”32 The chief inspector, Hans Blix, asked for more time to 
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complete the inspections, which would “not take years, nor weeks, but 
months.”33 But administration offi cials dismissed these pleas, claiming that 
the international inspectors had, as Cheney said, “consistently underesti-
mated or missed what Saddam Hussein was doing.”34

Having conjured the dragon, the administration set out to slay it. On 
March 19, 2003, U.S. and British troops, along with a coalition of other 
nations, began the war against Iraq. The initial phase of the war went well 
for coalition forces, which advanced to a swift and decisive victory. Hussein 
went into hiding outside Tikrit in a dirt hole six feet underground, from 
which U.S. soldiers would drag him, enraged and bedraggled, in December. 
The Iraqis used only conventional weapons against the invasion forces; 
U.S. soldiers did not need the suits and masks they carried in case of chemi-
cal or biological attacks.

In the early weeks, the American public supported the invasion over-
whelmingly.35 At the height of the war’s popularity, on May 1, 2003, 
the president fl ew in a fi ghter jet to a cinematic landing on the deck of 
the U.S.S. Abraham Lincoln off the coast of California. Under a banner 
proclaiming “Mission Accomplished,” Bush once again linked Iraq with 
September 11. “With those attacks,” he said, “the terrorists and their sup-
porters declared war on the United States, and war is what they got.”36

The U.S. government had ostensibly identifi ed, captured, and punished the 
9/11 conspirators. Or some of them, anyway: bin Laden was still at large.

The Bush administration remained confi dent that it could mold and 
control public perceptions of 9/11 and the war. One administration offi -
cial later explained this worldview to the reporter Ron Suskind. “We’re an 
empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality,” the unnamed 
offi cial explained. “And while you’re studying that reality—judiciously, as 
you will—we’ll act again, creating other new realities, which you can study 
too, and that’s how things will sort out. We’re history’s actors … and you, 
all of you, will be left to just study what we do.”37

BUT THE BUSH ADMINISTRATION began to lose some control over the 
9/11 narrative just eight months after the attacks. In May 2002 reporters 
revealed that FBI agents in Phoenix and Minneapolis had separately warned 
Washington in the months before the attacks that terrorists might be train-
ing in U.S. fl ight schools.38 A Phoenix agent even recommended that the 
FBI check the visas of foreigners attending the schools—a recommendation 
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that, if it had been implemented immediately, might have detected at least 
one and perhaps three of the 9/11 hijackers.39 Top FBI offi cials had shown 
little interest in the reports and had turned down the Minnesota agents’ 
request for a search warrant to examine the computer of a would-be pilot 
they had detained, Zacarias Moussaoui. The U.S. government later charged 
Moussaoui with being the intended “twentieth hijacker.”40 The implications 
of the stories were alarming: if FBI offi cials had been more alert, they might 
have thwarted the plot.

Although the president had not read the Phoenix and Minneapolis 
memos, he did know more about the terror attacks than he admitted at the 
time. In an explosive report, also in May 2002, CBS News revealed that 
the CIA had warned President Bush a month before the attacks that bin 
Laden was poised to strike in the United States, perhaps by directing his 
followers to hijack airplanes.41 Administration offi cials insisted, though, 
that the intelligence community’s warnings did not specify that the ter-
rorists would use the planes as weapons. “I don’t think anybody could have 
predicted that these people would take an airplane and slam it into the 
World Trade Center, take another one and slam it into the Pentagon; that 
they would try to use an airplane as a missile, a hijacked airplane as a mis-
sile,” explained National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice.42 She later 
admitted that “somebody did imagine it”; in fact, U.S. intelligence agents 
had warned of terrorist plots to use hijacked planes as missiles at least 
a dozen times in recent years.43 “How is it possible,” Kristen Breitweiser 
later asked, that “we have a national security advisor coming out and say-
ing we had no idea they could use planes as weapons when we had FBI 
records from 1991 stating that this is a possibility?”44

In the summer of 2002, investigators for a joint congressional commit-
tee on 9/11 uncovered more errors and apparent contradictions in the Bush 
administration’s story. The committee, chaired by Democratic Senator Bob 
Graham, found evidence in San Diego that an FBI informant had been 
friendly with two of the hijackers. Indeed, the informant had even rented 
a room to them. But the FBI insisted that the informant had known noth-
ing about his friends’ deadly plans and refused to let the committee talk to 
him. When Senator Graham handed an FBI agent a subpoena to give to the 
informant, the agent “leaned back from the subpoena as if it were radioac-
tive.” One agent told Graham that White House offi cials had ordered the 
FBI to snub the committee.45
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Graham and his staff were even more alarmed by another discovery: 
that a Saudi government spy had funneled more than $40,000 to the two 
San Diego hijackers. In Graham’s opinion, the hijackers had indeed ben-
efi ted from a state sponsor, but not the one touted by the Bush admin-
istration. Instead, it was “our supposed friend and ally Saudi Arabia.”46

Graham’s committee wrote twenty-eight pages on the possible links 
between the hijackers and some Saudi intelligence agents, but these pages 
were blacked out on the president’s orders.47

Besides its reluctance to follow the leads to Saudi Arabia, the Bush 
administration refused to give the committee documents and gener-
ally “slow-walked and stonewalled” the investigation, in Senator John 
McCain’s words.48 Vice President Cheney encouraged the president to 
deny information to the committee, just as he had advised President Ford 
thirty years earlier during the Church Committee investigation.49 Angered 
by the executive branch attempts to derail and discredit his committee, 
Senator Graham even suspected that the White House might have delib-
erately leaked secret information on National Security Agency intercepts 
to the press and then, in a diabolically clever move, blamed the leak on 
the committee. “I am not by nature a conspiracy theorist, but the fact that 
we were hit with this disclosure at the moment we began to make things 
uncomfortable for the Bush administration has stuck with me,” Graham 
wrote later.50

As Graham’s opponents dismissed the inquiry as a leak-prone, partisan 
witch hunt, the media “pounded” the committee with unfavorable cover-
age.51 The 9/11 skeptics clearly needed someone more sympathetic than a 
Democratic senator with presidential ambitions to demand answers, some-
one who could dramatize the personal costs of the government’s failure on 
9/11 to protect its citizens.

As the committee’s public hearings began in September 2002, the cam-
eras focused on the fi rst witness, a small woman with a frightened expres-
sion and a nervous twitch in her chin. Kristen Breitweiser looked like a 
suburban mother who had wandered inadvertently into a congressional 
hearing room, yet her role as the opening speaker was no accident. She had 
spent months fi lling two-inch binders with her research on 9/11’s myster-
ies. And she was determined to get answers to her questions.

Breitweiser began by asking the committee members to “fi nd in 
my voice the voices of all of the family members of the 3,000 victims of 
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September 11th.” She would never know the precise details of how her 
husband, Ron, had died, but she knew his death had not been easy. Rescue 
workers had found part of his left arm at ground zero, with his wedding 
ring still on his fi nger, charred but intact. “I wear it on my right hand,” 
Breitweiser said, fi ghting to hold back tears, “and it will remain there until 
the day I die.”52

As audience members wept openly in sympathy, Breitweiser proceeded 
quickly to a list of questions she wanted the committee to answer: Why did 
FBI headquarters ignore the Phoenix memo? Why weren’t FBI offi cials 
more interested in Moussaoui? Why didn’t military jets shoot down the 
hijacked airplanes? Why wasn’t the second tower evacuated after the fi rst 
was hit? Most important, were the hijackers under surveillance before the 
attacks? In essence, she demanded to know what U.S. agents and elected 
offi cials knew, and when they knew it.53

The widows wanted to force the government to respond to those ques-
tions. In part, they wanted to fi nd some meaning in their husbands’ deaths 
and to believe that their loved ones had not died in vain. They also wanted 
to punish the U.S. government offi cials whose mistakes had contributed to 
the catastrophe. “We need people to be held accountable for their failures,”
Breitweiser explained to the investigating committee.54

Despite the media’s interest in the widows and their questions, it soon 
became clear that the congressional investigators would not be able to answer 
them. As Republicans grew confi dent of victory in the 2002 elections, they 
knew that the inquiry would end soon. A Republican majority in Congress 
would shut down any real investigation of a Republican White House. Some 
Republicans on the investigating committee began to try to “run out the 
clock,” in Graham’s view, changing procedures and questioning staff reports, 
until a new chairman could take over.55 The White House also obstructed the 
committee’s work by refusing to declassify documents. Given these limits, 
the widows and other 9/11 family members became convinced that there 
was only one way to get answers to their questions: continue to pressure 
Congress and the president to appoint an independent 9/11 commission.

The four mothers from New Jersey began a feverish lobbying cam-
paign on Capitol Hill. As single mothers of young children, their new pub-
lic roles were not always easy. In between cheering at soccer games and 
helping with homework, they lobbied, testifi ed, and dashed between New 
Jersey and Washington.
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Although they were new to the game, the widows quickly grasped how 
to use their personal stories to force legislators and reporters to reopen 
the wound of 9/11 with another investigation. At a typical meeting with 
lawmakers, one Jersey Girl, Patty Casazza, would pass around pictures of 
company parties for Cantor Fitzgerald, the investment fi rm that employed 
her husband and more than six hundred other victims of September 11. 
“All of these men playing volleyball in the pool are dead,” Casazza would 
say. “See these guys on the tennis court? They are all dead. And those 
dads playing basketball with their sons? Dead.” After a long pause, Casazza 
would yield the fl oor to Breitweiser, who would follow up with a “laundry 
list” of demands from the victims’ families.56

Moreover, the Jersey Girls were careful to present themselves as female
victims, robbed of their husbands and providers and forced into single par-
enthood because of their government’s failure to protect them. Breitweiser 
and her friends resisted any attempt to defi ne them as anything but griev-
ing widows and struggling single mothers. At one congressional hear-
ing, Breitweiser bristled when she saw her nameplate identifying her as 
“Ms. Breitweiser.” One of the other widows took out a marker and quickly 
added an “r” between the “M” and “s.”57

Breitweiser and her friends consciously adopted the persona of the 
Jersey Girl, with all of its connotations of resourcefulness and indepen-
dence. Tom Waits wrote the original “Jersey Girl,” which became a hit for 
Bruce Springsteen in the 1980s, but the term long predated the song. It 
suggested a certain New Jersey working-class scrappiness and an affi nity 
for straight talk, in contrast to snobbish Manhattanites. As a writer for 
Newsweek said in one of the fi rst references to the women by their nick-
name in the national press, the Jersey Girls were “feisty young widows” 
who had become “increasingly radicalized” by the Bush administration’s 
failure to answer their questions.58 The widows embraced the term because 
it conveyed the image they wanted: that of ordinary American women—
“just four moms from New Jersey,” they called themselves at fi rst—who 
were speaking truth to power.59 It was, of course, a carefully constructed 
and somewhat disingenuous image they chose to project; they were affl u-
ent, stay-at-home mothers before the attacks, not struggling working girls. 
But this image helped the women to attract more attention from the main-
stream media, which in turn supported their campaign to pry loose more 
information from the government.
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At fi rst, to many lawmakers, these bereaved widows in their somber 
suits and pearls seemed far from threatening. But if a lawmaker refused to 
do the right thing—which, in the widows’ view, meant voting for a 9/11 
commission—these Jersey Girls would set their jaws and morph into hard-
ened politicos. Breitweiser would inform the recalcitrant lawmaker that she 
had set up several media interviews to discuss his stand on the commis-
sion. “We’d be more than happy to share the fact that you are supporting 
us on this position,” she would say. “If not, we’ll make it abundantly clear 
to your constituents that national security is not a top priority for you.”60

After Breitweiser’s testimony before the investigating committee, the 
White House made a “complete 180-degree turnaround in a week’s time,” 
she remembered triumphantly, and the president agreed to an independent 
commission.61 Conservative columnists, infuriated by the widows’ refusal 
to follow the president’s script, began a series of increasingly vitriolic 
attacks on the women, culminating with the judgment from the conserva-
tive pundit Ann Coulter that the Jersey Girls were “witches” and “har-
pies” who were enjoying their husbands’ deaths.62 Some suggested that 
the women were Democratic Party operatives—in effect, the agents of a 
partisan conspiracy against the president.63 They were a cabal of soccer 
moms, in league with Democratic presidential candidate John Kerry and 
his minions.

By demanding answers to their questions, the Jersey Girls were chal-
lenging the offi cial story of 9/11. Breitweiser realized that this was the 
White House’s primary objection to an independent investigation. “What 
the White House wanted was control,” she wrote, “control over a more 
sweeping and damning account of 9/11; they wanted to turn that factual 
account into a shortened, distilled, and less damning fairy tale.”64

The feminist author Susan Faludi argues that the president’s support-
ers were also outraged that the widows refused to play their assigned roles 
in what she calls a “compensatory gender narrative.” They were supposed 
to be the “perfect virgins of grief,” expressing gratitude to the federal gov-
ernment for keeping them safe. Instead, they accused government offi -
cials of failing to protect their husbands on 9/11 and their children in the 
future.65

Feminists certainly respected the widows’ success at challenging 
Washington’s male power brokers. The “girls” who objected to the term 
“Ms.” became Ms. magazine’s women of the year.66
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WHEN THE JERSEY GIRLS began their fi ght for an investigation, they some-
times found it hard to persuade their fellow citizens that their president 
might intentionally lie or cover up the truth. But as Americans learned 
more about how their country came to be at war in Iraq, growing numbers 
began to fi nd the notion of a Bush-Cheney conspiracy all too likely.

In the spring and summer of 2003, U.S. search teams hunted through-
out Iraq for the all-important weapons of mass destruction. They found 
none. Once, the U.S. military heralded the discovery of two “mobile bio-
logical weapons labs”—“We found the weapons of mass destruction,” the 
president said—but these turned out to be trailers packed with machinery 
to make hydrogen for weather balloons.67

The specialized search teams sent to fi nd the weapons, led by David 
Kay and then by his successor, Charles Duelfer, concluded defi nitively that, 
contrary to administration claims, Iraq had not reconstituted its nuclear 
program and did not have any caches of chemical or biological weapons. 
“We were almost all wrong,” Kay told Congress in January 2004.68 (By 
“we,” Kay meant U.S. government offi cials; it turned out that the UN 
inspectors, much derided by Cheney, had been almost all right.) The post–
Gulf War sanctions and inspections had worked.

If there were no weapons of mass destruction, why had the Bush 
administration insisted that there were? Administration offi cials blamed 
the CIA for providing bad intelligence. But soon a series of insiders came 
forward with different stories, charging that the White House and the 
Pentagon had deliberately misused intelligence and misled the American 
people. The male experts joined the female amateurs in challenging the 
Bush administration’s offi cial narrative.

The fi rst prominent insider to accuse the administration of lying would 
soon realize the consequences of challenging the Bush White House. In 
2002 the CIA sent Joseph Wilson, a former ambassador who had served his 
country in hotspots around the world, to Niger to investigate charges that 
Iraq had tried to buy uranium there. Wilson was a logical choice: he had 
served in Niger before and had studied its uranium trade. His wife, Valerie 
Plame Wilson, worked as a covert operative for the CIA on weapons of 
mass destruction. After his week in Niger, Wilson told the CIA that the 
charges were baseless.

But as he listened to the president’s State of the Union address in 
January 2003, Wilson was puzzled by the president’s reference to Iraq’s 
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supposed quest for uranium in Africa. It must be a different African coun-
try, he decided; the president could not still be recycling the discredited 
Niger accusations. But when the war began, Wilson became convinced that 
the Bush administration was intentionally using false charges and faked 
documents to bolster its case for war.69

On July 6 Wilson fi red the opening salvo in the former insiders’ war 
on the administration. In an op-ed piece in the New York Times headlined 
“What I Didn’t Find in Africa,” Wilson described his trip to Niger and his 
fi ndings. He charged that administration offi cials had “twisted” the intelli-
gence on Iraq’s nuclear weapons program “to exaggerate the Iraqi threat.”70

Wilson’s claims were potentially explosive: they could cause the 
American public to distrust the president and undercut support for the 
war. He was suggesting, in essence, a Bush administration conspiracy to 
“lie the country into war,” as Franklin Roosevelt’s critics had said about 
their president and Pearl Harbor. “It really comes down to the adminis-
tration misrepresenting the facts on an issue that was a fundamental jus-
tifi cation for going to war,” Wilson told the Washington Post. “It begs 
the question, what else are they lying about?”71 More than thirty years 
earlier, Donald Rumsfeld and Bob Haldeman had warned President Nixon 
about men like Wilson who challenged presidential authority. The words 
Haldeman had used to describe Daniel Ellsberg could also apply to Wilson. 
Just like Ellsberg, Wilson was showing the public that “you can’t trust the 
government; you can’t believe what they say … and the president can be 
wrong.”72 That was not the message presidents wanted the public to hear.

Just as the Nixon administration had gone after Ellsberg, the Bush 
administration moved to attack Wilson. The president’s top political adviser, 
Karl Rove, and the vice president’s chief of staff, I. Lewis Libby, began call-
ing reporters and denouncing Wilson as an attention seeker, a liar, and a 
benefi ciary of nepotism. A week later, the Chicago Sun-Times columnist 
Robert Novak disclosed that Valerie Plame Wilson worked as a CIA offi cer 
and implied that she had arranged a junket to the poverty-stricken African 
nation for her husband. By publishing her name, Novak ruined Plame’s 
career as a covert operative—and quite possibly endangered her life. In 2006 
a federal jury convicted Libby of lying to investigators about the operation 
to discredit Wilson, but the president commuted his sentence. The whole 
saga—the leak, the lies, and Libby’s escape from punishment—convinced 
more Americans that the administration held itself above the law.
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In January 2004 another former insider joined Wilson and charged 
that the administration’s deceptive claims were part of a pattern. Former 
treasury secretary Paul O’Neill revealed in The Price of Loyalty that Bush 
had been planning to attack Iraq from the fi rst days of his administration, 
months before 9/11. “It was all about fi nding a way to do it,” O’Neill said. 
“That was the tone of it. The President saying, ‘Fine. Go fi nd me a way to 
do this.’ ”73

Then the 9/11 Commission gave a public platform to the man who 
would become the most important critic of the Bush administration’s ver-
sion of 9/11—and of its justifi cation for war. In March 2004 the former 
counterterrorism czar Richard Clarke gave blistering public testimony to 
the commission about the administration’s failure to anticipate the attacks. 
Clarke’s book, Against All Enemies, which came out one week before his 
testimony, painted a picture of an administration obsessed with Iraq and 
shockingly unconcerned with bin Laden, whom Paul Wolfowitz had dis-
missed as “this little terrorist in Afghanistan.”74

Clarke aggressively promoted his version of 9/11 on the television 
news shows. In his book, sworn testimony, and media appearances, he 
portrayed an administration that willfully ignored its own intelligence 
experts. “On the issues that they cared about,” he wrote, “they already 
knew the answers, it was received wisdom.”75 Like many conspiracy theo-
rists, they refused to consider facts that did not support their preconceived 
ideas.

The 9/11 widows and other victims’ families embraced Clarke as a rare 
truth-teller from a White House generally uninterested in discovering the 
truth. His public apology to the families—“Your government failed you … 
and I failed you”—acknowledged, for the fi rst time, that the government 
needed to apologize.76

In the two years following Clarke’s testimony, other insiders came for-
ward to charge that Bush administration offi cials, and especially the vice 
president, had “cherry-picked” intelligence to support their predetermined 
course for war. Paul Pillar, the CIA’s top offi cer for the Middle East from 
2000 to 2005, went public with his argument that the administration had 
“misused” intelligence “to justify a decision already made.”77 According to 
Pillar, White House offi cials had rejected any intelligence that failed to fi t 
the case for war and exaggerated the signifi cance of the questionable intel-
ligence that supported it.
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More forcefully, Lawrence Wilkerson, who had been Colin Powell’s 
chief of staff, described his former boss’s speech before the United Nations 
as “a hoax on the American people, the international community and the 
United Nations Security Council.”78 A Vietnam War veteran and former 
director of the Marine Corps War College, Wilkerson charged that Powell 
had been used by a “cabal” led by Cheney and Rumsfeld.79

Top-secret British documents supported Pillar’s and Wilkerson’s 
charges that Bush administration offi cials had conspired to deceive the 
American people about the case for war. Several memos from Prime 
Minister Tony Blair’s government, known collectively as the Downing 
Street memos, were leaked to the London press in May 2005. In the most 
signifi cant memo, the head of the British secret service told Blair in July 
2002 that Bush was set on war and “the intelligence and facts were being 
fi xed around the policy.”80

In other words, the intelligence community did not mislead the White 
House, as Bush administration offi cials insisted; instead, administration 
offi cials intimidated and manipulated the intelligence community into 
supporting its deceptive case for war. This was a real conspiracy: a con-
spiracy to perpetrate a fraud on the American public by lying about the 
intelligence for war.81

As the public learned that government offi cials had lied about Saddam’s 
weapons of mass destruction, the 9/11 Commission demolished the other 
pillar of Bush’s justifi cation for war: the alleged Saddam–bin Laden link. In 
June 2004 the commission stated defi nitively in a report that there was no 
“collaborative relationship” between Iraq and al Qaeda.82 The president’s 
own commission had disproved his conspiracy theory.

The percentage of Americans who believed that Saddam was involved 
in 9/11 began to fall, dropping from 69 percent before the release of the 
9/11 Commission report to 22 percent afterward.83 Even more striking, the 
numbers of Americans who believed that Bush deliberately lied about the 
case for war climbed sharply, from 31 percent in June 2003 to 53 percent 
in October 2005. Subsequent polls showed that a majority of Americans 
continued to believe for years that their president lied them into war.84 And 
if he lied about WMDs and the Saddam–al Qaeda conspiracy on 9/11, what 
else did he lie about?

As it turned out, the White House did not have unlimited power to con-
struct reality and to write contemporary history. With the offi cial story of 



Cabal of Soccer Moms  •  221

the attacks and the subsequent war under assault, the 9/11 skeptics began 
to respond with their own, revisionist histories of that traumatic day.

SOME FRINGE CONSPIRACISTS had begun telling alternative stories about 
9/11 from the moment they tore themselves away from the televised 
images of carnage and switched on their computers to discuss the attacks 
with their virtual friends. Veteran conspiracy theorists of the far right had 
seen the fi ngerprints of the usual suspects on the attacks from the very 
beginning. The Ku Klux Klan leader David Duke argued that agents of 
Israel had either carried out the attacks or “at the very least they had prior 
knowledge”; the John Birch Society blamed communists, the “global power 
elite,” and the forces of the New World Order.85

Over time, though, it was the left rather than the radical right that 
proved most infl uential in spreading alternative 9/11 conspiracy theories 
in the United States. The president’s opponents on the left believed that 
Bush owed his presidency to the subversion of democracy in the 2000 elec-
tion. Because fi ve Supreme Court justices had “selected, not elected” him 
to his offi ce when they decided to halt the recount of the ballots in Florida, 
he seemed illegitimate to his opponents from the beginning. Later, in the 
2004 election, charges of fraud in Ohio convinced some Democrats that the 
Republicans would stop at nothing to keep power.86 Like FDR’s enemies 
after Pearl Harbor, some of Bush’s critics were convinced that he was capa-
ble of anything, even the mass murder of his fellow citizens.

The antigovernment 9/11 conspiracy theorists fell into two major cat-
egories: those who believed that the Bush administration knew in advance 
about the attacks but decided not to stop them, and those who believed that 
the U.S. government actually carried out the attacks. These rival theories 
were known as LIHOP and MIHOP, for “let it happen on purpose” and 
“made it happen on purpose.”

The LIHOP theories were more popular in the movement’s early days, 
when the critics were isolated and unsure of themselves. In the LIHOP 
story of 9/11, bin Laden planned the attacks and the al Qaeda hijackers 
carried them out, but they could not have succeeded without protection 
from U.S. government offi cials, who ordered U.S. air defenses to “stand 
down” before and during the attacks. Congresswoman Cynthia McKinney, 
a Georgia Democrat, helped to publicize the LIHOP doubts in a widely 
reported interview on Pacifi ca Radio’s Democracy Now in March 2002. 
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“What did this Administration know, and when did it know it about the 
events of September 11?” she asked, adapting Senator Howard Baker’s 
famous question from Watergate to recent events. “Who else knew and 
why did they not warn the innocent people of New York who were need-
lessly murdered?”87

For most skeptics, though, LIHOP was unsatisfying. The supposed mas-
terminds of LIHOP had successfully sabotaged the air defenses of what the 
theorists believed was an otherwise invincible military superpower. If the 
plotters were that good, would they leave anything to chance? Would they 
sit back and allow “Arabs in caves” to plan and execute the plot?88

The MIHOP theorists did not think so. They regarded the LIHOP 
believers as weak liberals, unable to accept the radical consequences of their 
inquiries. In the MIHOPpers’ view, there was only one signifi cant ques-
tion, as the longtime Kennedy conspiracist Jim Marrs pointed out: “Whose 
conspiracy was it?”89 There were many possible answers, including a 
Mossad MIHOP, an Illuminati MIHOP, a Peak Oil MIHOP, a New World 
Order MIHOP, and even an MJ-12 and the Aliens MIHOP.90 There was an 
all-encompassing MIHOP perpetrated by a “rogue network of moles, pat-
sies, and a commando cell in the privatized intelligence services, backed by 
corrupt political and corporate media elites.”91 The most popular version, 
though, was the Bush-Cheney MIHOP.

The alternative theorists rejected the label “conspiracy theorist.” As one 
9/11 Web site explained, activists believed that the term was “an attempt to 
discredit all those who seek the truth on the events of 9/11 and to intimi-
date everyone who questions the offi cial account.”92 They preferred “con-
spiracy factualist” or “9/11 truth activist” or the more concise “truther,” 
and they considered themselves part of the “9/11 Truth Movement.”

The fi rst major 9/11 Truth book appeared in France just six months 
after the attack. L’Effroyable Imposture, by the French philosopher Thierry 
Meyssan, argued for a Bush-Cheney MIHOP, charging that the Bush 
administration used bin Laden as its agent in the attacks to justify repres-
sion at home, expansion overseas, and an oil pipeline in Afghanistan. In his 
instant best-seller, Meyssan claimed that secret agents on the ground used 
remote control to pilot the planes that hit the World Trade Center, and that 
a missile, not a plane, hit the Pentagon.93

As other authors joined Meyssan in charging conspiracy, some skep-
tics began forming grassroots groups to challenge the offi cial narrative. 
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In September 2002 a group of researchers from around the country met 
in New York City to form the 9/11 Truth Alliance. These researchers cre-
ated an email discussion list, a newsletter, and an organizing committee. 
They traded theories in conference calls.94 Over the next few years, local 
groups of 9/11 researchers sprouted in large cities and small communities 
around the nation. Activists in Davis, California, for example, could attend 
monthly meetings, view screenings of 9/11 fi lms, participate in Truth 
Action demonstrations by holding signs at major traffi c intersections, and 
pick up literature and DVDs at a table at the local farmers’ market.95

Although the grassroots groups inspired some activists, the real 
medium for the truth movement’s message was the Internet. As 9/11 
activists began to spin their theories, the Internet was moving into its sec-
ond phase, sometimes called Web 2.0. New software tools made it easier for 
people to create their own content: to write blogs, make movies, and “create 
citizen media.”96 This user-generated content leveled the playing fi eld for 
alternative conspiracy theorists. In the age of digital democracy, anyone 
with access to the Web could post theories or treatises.

The most important of the 9/11 Web sites fi rst appeared in May 2002, 
as the mainstream media began revealing inconsistencies in the offi cial 
story of 9/11. “Paul Thompson,” a pseudonymous recent Stanford graduate 
in San Francisco, created the Complete 9/11 Timeline (complete911timeline
.org). A hyperlinked, annotated list of thousands of 9/11 actors and events, 
the site allowed researchers to search and access news stories from all 
over the world about the attacks. It soon became an essential tool for 9/11 
researchers.

The History Commons, a group dedicated to allowing “people at the 
grassroots level to assume a dominant role in public and private sector 
oversight,” sponsored Thompson’s Web site. The group, and some visitors 
to the Web site, believed that the “corporate media” had abandoned their 
role as government watchdogs, so it was incumbent upon citizens to take 
on this duty themselves.97 By reading the entries in the time line and click-
ing on the links, researchers could construct a narrative different from the 
one produced by the government. Like the Bush administration, they were 
also free to cherry-pick their evidence to support a predetermined theory.

Now people all over the world could take disparate parts of the 9/11 
story and make their own sense of them. They could even challenge gov-
ernment offi cials in public forums and then post visual records of these 
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confrontations on the Internet.98 Skeptics did not need a Harry Elmer 
Barnes, or a Chicago Tribune, or a Frank Church, or even an Oliver Stone 
to write a counternarrative for them: the Internet, for better and for worse, 
had democratized government information. By linking to one another’s 
sites, they could help each other fi nd the truth.

They could also help each other “see” the truth. In a revolutionary 
contribution to the art of spreading alternative conspiracy theories, the 
9/11 researchers crafted visual arguments with a twenty-fi rst-century 
tool: the YouTube documentary. Produced on cheap laptops and stuffed 
full of still images and fi lm scrounged from the Internet, these digital mov-
ies could help transform unknown theorists into the Jim Garrison or John 
T. Flynn of their day. The most infl uential piece of propaganda for 9/11 
conspiracists was not a book or a Web site but a documentary produced by 
a twenty-two-year-old fi lm school reject on his Compaq Presario. Dylan 
Avery of Oneonta, New York, made Loose Change with two of his friends 
for $2,000 and uploaded it onto the Internet. Within eighteen months of its 
debut in April 2005, more than ten million people worldwide had watched 
its compelling visuals and shocking story line.99

Like many 9/11 documentaries, Loose Change drew much of its power 
from the horrifying images of the attacks: the terrifi ed faces of the rescue 
workers running from the crumbling skyscrapers, the United Airlines jet 
slicing into the South Tower, and the fl ames licking the Pentagon’s smol-
dering rubble. Just as watching the Zapruder fi lm seemed to thrill many 
JFK “assassinologists,” 9/11 conspiracy documentaries gave viewers the 
opportunity to dwell on images of death and destruction without guilt.

Avery’s voiceover knitted together the most outrageous 9/11 theo-
ries to suggest a monstrous conspiracy. After all, enough “loose change” 
can add up to real money. This conspiracy might have included explosives 
experts, who rigged the towers for demolition; U.S. military offi cers, who 
launched a missile at the Pentagon; and shadowy agents at the Cleveland 
airport, who ushered the as yet unharmed passengers of United 93 (which 
did not crash in Pennsylvania) into a NASA research center. To spread the 
word, Avery encouraged his fans to burn DVDs of his fi lm and distribute 
them for free.100

Loose Change started a brushfi re of enthusiasm for alternative 9/11 
theories, especially among young adults who loved its hip soundtrack and 
its implicit message of rebelling against authority. But many 9/11 activists 
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despised its indiscriminate embrace of every conceivable 9/11 plot. Some 
alternative theorists created Web pages debunking both the “offi cial story” 
and Loose Change at the same time.101 These theorists hated the media’s 
tendency to lump all the skeptics together as an undifferentiated army that 
included “no-planers” along with the more “mainstream” researchers.102

The 9/11 truth movement was indeed diverse. A visitor to Thompson’s 
time line Web site could click on thousands of links to construct dozens 
of potential stories of 9/11. The loose change of 9/11 questions could add 
up to a massive plot, or to nothing at all. In this postmodern moment for 
conspiracy theories, individuals could pick and choose the facts to construct 
a 9/11 story to support their own beliefs. Contrary to the Bush administra-
tion offi cial in the Suskind article, Loose Change demonstrated that you 
did not need to be an empire to create your own reality.

Some researchers, such as Senator Graham, pointed to tantalizing 
hints of Saudi involvement. Others highlighted a story from India claim-
ing that an agent of the Pakistani intelligence service wired money to one 
of the hijackers just days before the attack.103 These stories suggested addi-
tional conspirators in the hijacking plot but did not necessarily question 
the visual or physical evidence of the attacks.

Other truthers were very suspicious of the buildings’ collapse. Like the 
Kennedy assassination conspiracy theorists, some 9/11 skeptics immersed 
themselves in the physical evidence of the alleged conspiracy. As they 
watched the towers crumble into dust on their computer screens, they were 
struck by several apparent “oddities”: Why did the towers fall so fast and 
so symmetrically, into their own “footprints”? If jet fuel burns at 1,500 
degrees Fahrenheit and steel melts at 2,800 degrees, why did they fall at 
all? Many in the truth movement focused on the mysterious collapse of a 
third building, World Trade Center 7, which abutted the twin towers and 
contained the offi ces of several government agencies, including the CIA. 
The falling debris from the twin towers damaged WTC 7 severely and 
ignited raging fi res that the New York Fire Department chose not to fi ght. 
But the skeptics found this the most signifi cant mystery of all: How could 
a forty-seven-story building collapse simply because of fi re? Did “they” 
blow it up to conceal the fi nancial evidence of their crimes, or perhaps the 
control panels for the explosions in the twin towers?

The government engaged a “Who’s Who of experts” to try to answer 
the question of why the towers fell.104 Two government agencies, the Federal 
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Emergency Management Administration and the National Institute of 
Standards and Technology, issued reports on the twin towers’ collapse; 
the NIST study alone fi lled more than ten thousand pages.105 The airplane 
crashes, combined with the fi res, weakened the steel columns until they 
buckled, the government studies concluded. But the skeptics dismissed 
those studies as deliberately misleading. They found the government’s 
long delay in issuing a defi nitive report on WTC 7 as another sign of con-
spiracy. The skeptics also rejected an extensive study by writers for the 
magazine Popular Mechanics that supported the government’s account.106

While they regarded the government’s experts with disdain, the 9/11 
theorists relied on the handful of their own experts who supported their 
cause. “I have scientists on my side,” boasted Avery of Loose Change.107

On the question of the towers’ alleged demolition, for example, the alter-
native theorists cited studies by the movement’s favorite physicist, Steven 
E. Jones, who suggested that World Trade Center 7 and the towers were 
brought down by explosives, not by damage from crashes and fi res.108 In 
2007, when the meltdown of a section of a California highway follow-
ing a fi ery truck crash seemed to undermine Jones’s theories, some 9/11 
skeptics dismissed the crash as a government plot designed to discredit the 
movement.109

The controlled-demolition theory envisioned a huge cast of characters, 
including the president and vice president, the CIA, the FBI, the Federal 
Aviation Administration, the Air Force, Arab “patsies,” and dozens of 
workers crawling through the Trade Center towers to place explosives. It 
was much more extensive than, say, shooting a president in a motorcade or 
concealing intelligence about an impending Japanese attack on the Pacifi c 
Fleet.

But the controlled-demolition theorists did not try to divine the details 
of the plot. For the most part, they contented themselves with pointing out 
the weaknesses of the offi cial story rather than attempting to construct a 
detailed narrative of an alternative plot. “One must not be distracted by 
the how of an event but instead should focus on the who and the why,”
said Jim Marrs.110 To answer these questions, they turned to the history of 
“state-sponsored false fl ag terrorism.” And here they found an astound-
ing gift in the U.S. National Archives, courtesy of the John F. Kennedy 
Assassination Review Board and, indirectly, the director Oliver Stone. It 
was the perfect historical precedent for their theories.
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Back in the early 1990s, after the success of Stone’s JFK, Congress cre-
ated the Assassination Review Board, which was charged with reviewing 
and declassifying the offi cial record of the Kennedy assassination. The 
board broadly defi ned this record to include any documents that could 
“enhance the historical understanding” of the assassination, even if they 
did not discuss the event itself.111 The board released thirty-three thousand 
relevant documents, including one memo from the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
to Defense Secretary Robert McNamara in 1962, in which the chiefs pro-
posed “Operation Northwoods.”

Northwoods was an alarming example of government madness from 
the height of the cold war. In March 1962, as American leaders worried 
about the potential dangers presented by Fidel Castro, the U.S. Joint Chiefs 
proposed launching terrorist attacks against their own people and blaming 
them on Castro. The pseudo-Cuban terrorists would shoot down an airliner, 
set off bombs in major U.S. cities, sink an American ship, and start “riots” 
outside the Guantánamo naval base. Kennedy vetoed the proposal.112

In the Northwoods plan, Kennedy’s joint chiefs saw themselves as his-
tory’s actors. Like the unnamed Bush administration offi cial in Suskind’s 
famous article, they planned to create their own reality. In the 1962 case, 
this meant a “communist” attack on a plane fi lled with “passengers.”113

The plan stayed buried until 1997, when the review board quietly 
declassifi ed it. In 1998, the National Security Archive, a private research 
institution, put the Northwoods memos on the Internet. Three years later, 
and just months before the September 11 attacks, the best-selling author 
James Bamford helped to publicize Northwoods by featuring it in his book 
on the National Security Agency, Body of Secrets.114

Many 9/11 conspiracists embraced the Northwoods memos as unas-
sailable historical proof that their theories of U.S. government-sponsored 
terrorism were horrifyingly plausible. Above all, the Northwoods docu-
ments convinced conspiracists that the Truth Was Out There: like Agent 
Mulder of The X-Files, they could discover memos explicitly describing 
evil government plots in, of all places, the National Archives.115 Evidence 
for offi cial conspiracies lay hidden within the most secret fi les of the gov-
ernment. It was up to the Mulders and Scullys of America, or, in this case, 
the Jim Marrses and the Paul Thompsons, to fi nd it.

Once the skeptics proved to their satisfaction that there were historical 
precedents for a 9/11-style conspiracy, they moved to their next question: 
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Who benefi ted from 9/11? And, here, of course, the answer was obvious: 
the Bush-Cheney White House.

Bush administration offi cials seemed to get everything they wanted 
after 9/11: a concentration of power in the executive, a war to topple 
Saddam, and the opportunity to monitor and intimidate their critics. This 
seemed to be especially true for Cheney, who was the “maestro” of the 
plot, in the view of some conspiracists.116 Since his days in the Ford admin-
istration, Cheney had worked to expand presidential power and restore 
the imperial presidency. Beginning with his struggle against the Church 
Committee, he lobbied for more government secrecy and surveillance 
of dissenters. During the Iran-contra scandal, he signaled his disdain for 
checks on presidential power. Most notably, his fellow neoconservatives at 
the Project for a New American Century called for Saddam’s ouster and 
for a newly aggressive U.S. foreign policy, though they worried that the 
American people might not support these goals unless there was a “new 
Pearl Harbor.”

As if on cue, the new Pearl Harbor occurred on 9/11 and gave Cheney 
the opportunity to accomplish all of these goals.117After the attacks, the 
Bush administration reclassifi ed documents, refused to release new govern-
ment documents as required by the Freedom of Information Act, expanded 
governmental surveillance powers with the USA Patriot Act, and brushed 
aside the only meaningful reform to come out of the Church Committee, 
the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act’s requirement for warrants for 
national security wiretaps on American citizens. The Bush White House 
took the opportunity to rehabilitate Iran-contra fi gures, even appointing 
John Poindexter, a convicted felon, head of the Defense Department’s Total 
Information Awareness Offi ce. The terrorist attacks legitimized a president 
whom many saw as illegitimate; they led to a war that achieved the neo-
conservatives’ foreign policy goals; and they ensured Bush’s reelection.

Some leftist intellectuals looked at this pattern and declared that 
Cheney and Bush had “hijacked catastrophe” to achieve their goals.118 In a 
sense, they got lucky. But the 9/11 alternative conspiracy theorists accused 
them of much more. To many skeptics, these facts led to an obvious con-
clusion: the country was lied into war by a cabal of neocons. They did not 
just get lucky on 9/11: they made their own luck. The “cabal of zealots” 
denounced by the majority in the Iran-contra report were back in power, 
and this time they had conspired to murder their own people.
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By 2006, alternative 9/11 theories had entered the American main-
stream. Celebrities such as the actor Charlie Sheen and the talk show host 
Rosie O’Donnell helped to spread the alternative theories and persuade 
many Americans to consider them. On the daytime television talk show The 
View, hosted by women and aimed at a largely female audience, O’Donnell 
got into a highly publicized fi ght with the show’s resident conservative, 
Elisabeth Hasselbeck, about 9/11’s unanswered questions. In an unusually 
political discussion for a television talk show, O’Donnell said that it was 
“beyond ignorant” for someone to claim that WTC 7 collapsed because of 
fi re. Hasselbeck rejected O’Donnell’s theory as “the unthinkable.”119

But millions of Americans were thinking about it. The fi rst national 
poll on alternative 9/11 conspiracies, conducted by Scripps Howard News 
Service in the summer of 2006, found that 36 percent of Americans 
believed that Bush administration offi cials either helped the terrorists or 
consciously took no action to stop them. Sixteen percent embraced the 
most extreme theory: that explosives, not airliners, brought down the tow-
ers. Moreover, a majority of Americans ages eighteen to twenty-nine had 
joined the LIHOP or MIHOP camps.120 For these young Americans, 9/11 
was their Dallas: it fascinated them, it mystifi ed them, and it explained 
everything. “This is our Kennedy assassination,” said Korey Rowe, the 
twenty-three-year-old producer of Loose Change.121

THE JERSEY GIRLS were among those who had begun to wonder about the 
extent of their government’s prior knowledge of the 9/11 plot. Ironically, 
the investigation for which they had fought so hard, conducted by the 
9/11 Commission, only intensifi ed their doubts. The commission failed to 
answer many of the families’ questions, especially about the two hijackers 
who lived in San Diego with the FBI informant. Was the government trying 
to cover up links between the hijackers and Saudi or Pakistani intelligence? 
The families were also furious that the commission stopped short of blam-
ing any U.S. government offi cial for the tragedy. Despite the scale of the 
catastrophe, CIA Director George Tenet, FBI Director Robert Mueller, and 
National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice all kept their jobs. Tenet, who 
presided over the worst intelligence disaster in U.S. history, even received 
the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the nation’s highest award for civilians.

The Jersey Girls did not advocate a single alternative conspiracy theory. 
Breitweiser focused on the mysteries surrounding a Pentagon operation 
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called “Able Danger,” which allegedly identifi ed four of the hijackers years 
before the attacks but was shut down by the Bush administration.122 The 
other three Jersey Girls appeared in a 9/11 documentary suggesting the 
U.S. military deliberately allowed al Qaeda leaders to escape to Pakistan 
during the battle of Tora Bora in late 2001.123 Mostly, though, the widows 
were furious that their government did not seem to want to learn the truth 
about 9/11—because the truth would not serve its interests.

Early on, the Jersey Girls and other skeptics had seen worrisome signs 
that President Bush seemed determined to control the course of the 9/11 
Commission. The White House frequently refused to let the commission 
see critical documents, or allowed only selected commissioners to review 
them. Former Democratic senator Max Cleland, the most aggressive ques-
tioner on the panel, resigned from the commission, later explaining that he 
knew it “was ultimately going to be a sham.”124 Throughout the inquiry, 
the commission chair and vice chair, former New Jersey governor Tom 
Kean and former Indiana congressman Lee Hamilton, made it clear that 
they did not want the fi nal report to “point fi ngers.”125 But, as one 9/11 
family member said, the families thought that the government “should 
point fi ngers” and fi re those responsible for the disaster.126

The 9/11 commissioners’ choice for staff director seemed to confi rm 
their lack of interest in an aggressive inquiry. As the lead investigator, 
the historian and political scientist Philip Zelikow helped determine the 
questions that the commissioners tried to answer—and those they should 
avoid. Yet Zelikow was not a disinterested party: he had served on President 
Bush’s transition team and his foreign intelligence advisory board. A per-
sonal friend of Rice, he had written a book with her.127 He had also written 
a national security strategy paper on preemptive war that the administra-
tion used to justify its invasion of Iraq.128

Throughout the investigation, some commissioners and staff mem-
bers viewed Zelikow as a Bush administration “plant” or “mole” who was 
secretly channeling information to White House offi cials. Some staff mem-
bers even believed that Zelikow was trying to rewrite commission reports 
to imply a link between Iraq and al Qaeda. When he began receiving phone 
calls from Karl Rove, speculation about his White House contacts started to 
“spread wildly through the commission,” according to the reporter Philip 
Shenon.129 This speculation eventually reached the Jersey Girls.
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Because Zelikow had authority over the commission’s eighty staff 
members, the story “told by the 9/11 commission became the story that 
Zelikow wanted to tell,” Breitweiser complained. It was also the story that 
the Bush administration wanted to tell. For his part, Zelikow resented the 
9/11 widows’ suggestions that he could not direct an unbiased investiga-
tion because of his previous links to the Bush administration. “That’s right, 
Kristen,” he exploded once at Breitweiser. “Everything is connected. The 
hip bone is connected to the thigh bone is connected to the knee bone is 
connected to the ankle bone. It is all connected!”130

Zelikow angrily insisted that his connections to Bush did not suggest 
that he was part of a conspiracy to limit the investigation. Yet the president 
and his aides had repeatedly implied that Saddam Hussein’s “contacts” and 
“connections” with al Qaeda meant that Iraq was somehow responsible for 
9/11.131 When independent investigators proved that those connections did 
not exist, the widows considered other plots. As before in U.S. history, offi -
cial conspiracism helped to breed alternative conspiracy theories. Perhaps, 
as Breitweiser suggested, the list of 9/11 conspirators was “a bit more 
lengthy and all-inclusive than anyone might have imagined.”132 Perhaps it 
even included the offi cial conspiracy theorists themselves.
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Conclusion

IN JUNE 2006, about fi ve hundred members of the 9/11 Truth movement 
gathered in Chicago to listen to lectures and panel discussions on the 
unanswered questions of the September 11 attacks. The New York Times
described the group as a collection of “professors, chain-saw operators, 
mothers, engineers, activists, used-book sellers, pizza deliverymen, college 
students, a former fringe candidate for United States Senate, and a long-
haired fellow named hummux (pronounced who-mook) who, on and off, 
lived in a cave for 15 years.” The Times explained that friends and family 
members of the “truthers” thought that they might be “completely nuts.” 
It was clear that the reporter shared this view.1

American scholars, public offi cials, and journalists frequently use the 
metaphor of illness when they discuss alternative conspiracy theorists. 
The experts see the conspiracist worldview as a pathology, a form of dis-
ease affl icting the body politic. In their view, the conspiracists suffer from 
paranoia, as Richard Hofstadter said, or from a kind of social leprosy, in 
the view of the Times. Their illness, for most observers, casts them to the 
margins of our culture.

But by stopping at diagnosis and fi nger-pointing, these analysts of 
conspiracy theories miss an opportunity to understand the sources of the 
illness. Most important, their attempts to contain the disease tend to 
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exacerbate rather than alleviate it. To fi nd a cure, we need to understand 
why conspiracy theories are endemic to American democracy, how they 
become epidemic, and which environments allow them to thrive. And here 
we must turn from psychology to political history.

From World War I to the present, U.S. government actions have helped 
to create these conspiracy theories in three ways. First, offi cials often pro-
moted conspiracy theories of their own. From Woodrow Wilson to George 
W. Bush, they argued that sinister powers were pouring the “poison of dis-
loyalty” into our national arteries, or that enemies were plotting to bring “a 
day of horror like none we have ever known.” To combat this evil, the offi cial 
conspiracy theorists argued, citizens must give more power to their govern-
ment. Often, though, Americans responded by rejecting these offi cials’ self-
interested arguments while embracing their conspiracist view of history. The 
citizens agreed that there was a plot, but they identifi ed different villains.

Second, government offi cials provided fodder for conspiracism by 
using their powers to plot—and to conceal—real conspiracies. Operation 
Northwoods, MKULTRA, and the arms-for-hostages trades were real con-
spiracies against democracy and individual rights. When U.S. government 
agents dropped LSD into the drinks of ordinary citizens or offered a suit-
case full of cash to mafi a gunmen to turn their sights on Fidel Castro, they 
made the most outrageous conspiracy theories seem plausible.

Third, public offi cials have fed citizens’ antigovernment paranoia 
by actively suppressing alternative views. The government agents who 
smashed the printing plates of Charles Lindbergh’s books or put the tape 
recorder under Martin Luther King Jr.’s bed were trying to control dis-
sidents and maintain trust in the U.S. government. But exposure of their 
actions only intensifi ed the public’s fears. The story of the dynamic rela-
tionship between these conspiracy theorists, the offi cial and the alterna-
tive, is a tragedy of American democracy.

In the case of 9/11, the Bush administration offi cials’ response to the 
terror attacks followed the model established in World War I and perpetu-
ated and refi ned through the cold war. They promoted conspiracy theories 
(there were “a number of contacts”). They plotted conspiracies (the “intel-
ligence and facts were being fi xed around the policy”). They expanded 
executive power, repressed dissent, and lied and covered up the truth of 
what they had done. All of these actions worsened rather than allayed the 
American public’s distrust of its government.
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The response of U.S. citizens to the Bush administration’s handling 
of the 9/11 attacks was also predictable: Americans demanded the right 
to investigate and write an alternative history. “To me,” said Father Frank 
Morales, a leader of New York 9/11 Truth, “this is about history. History 
and truth, the nature of truth in a not particularly truthful age.” Jersey 
Girl Lorie Van Auken agreed that the “conspiracy people,” whom she ini-
tially tried to avoid, were on a distinctly American quest: “If you ask me, 
they’re just Americans, looking for the truth, which is supposed to be our 
right.”2 But is Van Auken correct? Do Americans have a “right” to the 
truth from their government?

Americans have always believed that each citizen has as much right 
to discover and assert the truth as do government authorities. For many 
citizens, living throughout this nation’s history, this search has become the 
noblest cause of their lives—nothing less than a quest to expose the worst 
crimes in American history and, in the process, save the country. Without 
their efforts, they thought, the republic would perish. As Jim Garrison 
explained, “There is no way to survive if we do not bring out the truth.”3

Moreover, conspiracy theorists believed that the stakes got higher with 
each supposed government atrocity. One conspiracist Web site describes 
the alleged deceptions at Pearl Harbor as the “mother of all conspiracies (at 
least until 9/11).”4

In some ways, these citizen researchers do help to keep American 
democracy healthy and inform the public debate. In Sylvia Meagher’s liv-
ing room, in Gary Webb’s tiny newspaper bureau, in congressional hearing 
rooms from the 1930s to the present, and even on Hollywood soundstages, 
skeptics demanded more information from their government. As a result, 
they helped to uncover the nation’s history. Oliver Stone’s JFK proposed 
some absurd theories, but it prompted Congress to demand the release of 
thousands of documents related to the Kennedy assassination. Without 
Stone, there would be no Operation Northwoods documents on the 
Internet. Maybe, as Webb Hubbell discovered, we cannot know with com-
plete certainty who killed JFK, but thanks to the Dealey Plaza Irregulars, 
we can fi nd out who tried to kill Castro, and how.

In this sense, conspiracy theories can constrain increasingly centralized 
executive power. The framers of the U.S. Constitution were afraid to give 
too much authority to the presidency; that’s why they created checks and 
balances within the system. But these countervailing powers have been 
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weakened over time. In the early twenty-fi rst century, Americans discov-
ered that the mainstream media were often reluctant to challenge execu-
tive secrecy and question presidential narratives. Employed by a shrinking 
number of media outlets, afraid of being labeled “conspiracy theorists” and 
thus cut off by their offi cial sources, reporters often serve as stenographers 
to power. By calling attention to these failings, alternative conspiracy theo-
rists can play a useful role by demanding more transparency in the U.S. 
government. Conspiracists, at their best, have inserted themselves into the 
system of checks and balances.

Yet the costs of conspiracy theories far outweigh their benefi ts. Too 
often, conspiracists press their analysis beyond the realms of facts and 
logic and in doing so inject toxins into the public discourse. In the 9/11 
case, both types of conspiracists, the offi cial and the alternative, constructed 
narratives about an event, and then constructed ever more elaborate jus-
tifi cations for believing in those stories. This was not so much a leap 
from the undeniable to the unbelievable, as Richard Hofstadter said, as a 
slow march toward self-delusion (and the deliberate deluding of others). 
Conspiracists can sometimes be like children who tell lies and must make 
up greater and more detailed lies when they fear discovery. Dick Cheney 
spoke of a “contact” that was “pretty well confi rmed,” which then became 
a “fact,” which ultimately became a “number” of contacts. The invasion 
of Iraq fl owed from this kind of tortured reasoning. Other theorists often 
followed a similar trail of logic. They started from the undeniable fact 
that Franklin Roosevelt or Lyndon Johnson or George W. Bush did not 
want a real investigation into a national tragedy. Then they moved, step 
by step, down the path of supposition until they were convinced that the 
president did not want to investigate a murder because he was, in fact, the 
murderer.

Alternative conspiracy theorists can sometimes hinder the process of 
historical discovery by refusing to change their position when the facts 
they discover undercut their favorite theories. As a result of the Kennedy 
researchers’ efforts, for example, historians have learned of conspiracies 
and cover-ups in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, but not the 
ones the critics usually emphasize. The conspiracists never propose the 
possibility, more likely on the basis of the evidence, that it was Kennedy’s 
staunch anticommunism that got him killed. Instead, in their view, he 
was the one person standing up to the evil plots of the military-industrial 
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complex. Nor do they ever suggest that it was Johnson’s more appealing 
qualities, such as his concern about nuclear war, that prompted him to shut 
down a real investigation of the assassination.

Despite their rhetoric about fi nding the “truth,” the alternative theo-
rists often tend to be ideologues who force every piece of evidence to fi t 
their preconceived theses. When professional historians or pundits point 
out the errors in their logic, the conspiracists dismiss their critics as “gate-
keepers” with a vested interest in restricting the fl ow of information.5

Some of these anticonspiracists have discovered that the alternative theo-
rists could be just as zealous as the “cabal” they were trying to expose.6

Antigovernment conspiracists also sometimes concentrate on obscure 
physical details of the alleged conspiracy and miss more signifi cant issues. 
The 9/11 “truthers,” for example, have spent a lot of energy trying to 
unravel a supposed controlled-demolition plot that, in the end, seems 
absurdly convoluted. Some analysts have noted that the 9/11 research-
ers could perhaps do more to help the republic by focusing on current 
events. “The main question I have about the Sept. 11 conspiracy is—why 
bother?” wrote the columnist Jon Carroll. “We have a conspiracy to under-
mine the Constitution of the United States. It’s in the papers; it requires no 
knowledge of engineering.”7 In other words, the Bush administration was 
not even trying to conceal its effort to amass unprecedented authority in 
the executive branch. Yet the conspiracy theorists were more interested in 
making accusations and identifying the government as irredeemably evil 
than enacting reforms, which fundamentally undercuts the salutary effects 
of their questioning and research.

Finally, conspiracy theorists often fail to distinguish between those 
who are hiding the truth and those who are trying to uncover it. Again 
and again, they decide that the public offi cials or researchers who are ques-
tioning the government are actually in league with the conspirators, plot-
ting to distract and mislead the truth seekers. In February 2008, the Dallas
Morning News asked for the public’s participation in interpreting a cache 
of Kennedy assassination documents recently discovered in a safe at the 
Dallas district attorney’s offi ce. The newspaper’s editors scanned all the 
documents, put them on the Internet, and asked readers to tell them what 
they meant: “Take a look, and let us know if you see something interest-
ing.”8 But some conspiracy theorists found this experiment in participa-
tory journalism to be more evidence of a plot. “What is going on with 
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this sudden public involvement?” one reader asked. “Secret documents are 
found and now the public is allowed to riffl e through them all we want. 
What are we being distracted from now?”9

Despite these complications, there are possible treatments. If offi cial 
conspiracies are the cause of the disease of conspiracism, then transpar-
ency surely is the cure. There’s an old saying that the cure for the ills of 
democracy is more democracy. As the philosopher John Dewey explained, 
this phrase signals the necessity of returning to the idea of democracy, “of 
clarifying and deepening our apprehension of it, and of employing our 
sense of its meaning to criticize and remake its political manifestations.”10

Of course, the U.S. government can never be completely open, for a 
modern state needs to keep some secrets to survive. Franklin Roosevelt, 
for example, could not have allowed a real investigation of Pearl Harbor 
without revealing to the Japanese that the Americans had broken some 
of their codes. Moreover, as the Dallas Morning News case shows, total 
transparency will not calm all fears, as some skeptics will never believe that 
government offi cials or the media are disclosing everything they know.

But excessive secrecy breeds distrust, which can make it impossible for 
democracy to fl ourish. By contrast, transparency causes government offi -
cials to hesitate before they engage in real conspiracies—and, at the same 
time, restores Americans’ trust in their government. Opening the govern-
ment to public scrutiny would have helped to avoid many of the most cor-
rosive conspiracy theories of the twentieth century. If Woodrow Wilson and 
Franklin Roosevelt had informed the public about their growing conviction 
that the United States would soon join the world wars, they would have 
deprived their critics of one of the best arguments against them: that they 
“lied” the country into war. Similarly, if George W. Bush and his advisers 
had not manipulated and misled the American public before the invasion of 
Iraq, they would have avoided many of the worst conspiracy theories about 
9/11. Thanks to the American tradition of openness, offi cial conspiracies 
nearly always come to light, and when they do they undermine the careers 
and the power of the conspirators. As Richard Nixon, one of the preeminent 
conspiracy theorists of the twentieth century, said in his farewell address, 
“Always remember others may hate you, but those who hate you don’t win 
unless you hate them, and then you destroy yourself.”11

Nixon did not understand the irony of his words, and the extent to 
which his own hatred and fear had led to his downfall. His failure to grasp 
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the consequences of his secret actions was not unusual. Government offi -
cials know that secrecy is power, and most want to maintain that power, 
no matter how thoroughly those secrets contribute to social and institu-
tional pathologies by degrading democracy, promoting public cynicism, 
and ultimately harming their own reputations. When a reporter asked Earl 
Warren if his commission would release the testimony from its investi-
gation of John F. Kennedy’s death, he responded in a way that assassina-
tion researchers found chilling. “Yes, there will come a time,” he said. “But 
it might not be in your lifetime.”12 A generation of conspiracy theories 
spread from this one germ, from this assumption that the American people 
could not be trusted with the truth.

When citizens such as Lori Van Auken cannot trust their government 
to tell the truth, when they are convinced that public offi cials routinely 
conspire, lie, and conceal their crimes, they become more susceptible to 
that dread disease, conspiracism. They become less likely to trust the gov-
ernment to do anything: to conduct fair elections, say, or spend their tax 
money, or protect their children or their planet. The result is a profoundly 
weakened polity, with fewer citizens voting and more problems left unad-
dressed for a future generation that is even more cynical about the pos-
sibility of reforms.13

If Americans want to prevent conspiracy theories from spreading, they 
need public offi cials and journalists who challenge and demand proof of the 
executive branch’s version of history. They need strong oversight laws such 
as the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act, which was passed in the wake of 
the Church Committee hearings but gutted by the Bush administration. They 
require watchdogs who can question the false narratives without replacing 
them with baseless rumors of their own. Above all, Americans must hold 
their government accountable. In some cases, conspiracy theories are a way 
of accomplishing this. In other cases, though, they become another barrier 
separating the people from the truth, obscuring more than they reveal.

Citizens of a democracy must be wary of offi cial and alternative con-
spiracists alike, demanding proof for the theories. Yet Americans should be 
most skeptical of offi cial theorists, because the most dangerous conspiracies 
and conspiracy theories fl ow from the center of American government, not 
from the margins of society.

Since the First World War, offi cials of the U.S. government have encour-
aged conspiracy theories, sometimes inadvertently, sometimes intentionally. 
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They have engaged in conspiracies and used the cloak of national security 
to hide their actions from the American people. With cool calculation, they 
have promoted offi cial conspiracy theories, sometimes demonstrably false 
ones, for their own purposes. They have assaulted civil liberties by spying 
on their domestic enemies. If antigovernment conspiracy theorists get the 
details wrong—and they often do—they get the basic issue right: it is the 
secret actions of the government that are the real enemies of democracy.
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