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  To Dorothy Rubinoff Tye, my mother, earliest editor, and enduring inspiration. She turned a joyful 101 while I was completing this book, but did not live to see its publication.



Preface

THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT America’s love affair with bullies.

Front and center is “Low Blow” Joe McCarthy, one of the most reviled figures in US history. It’s not often that a man’s name becomes an ism, in this case a synonym for reckless accusation, guilt by association, fear-mongering, and political double-dealing. In the early 1950s, the senator from Wisconsin promised America a holy war against a Communist “conspiracy so immense and an infamy so black as to dwarf any previous such venture in the history of man.” While the conspiracy and infamy claims were a stretch, the body count was measurable: a TV broadcaster, a government engineer, current and former US senators, and incalculable others who committed suicide to escape McCarthy and his warriors; hundreds more whose careers and reputations he crushed; and the hundreds of thousands he browbeat into a tongue-tied silence. His targets all learned the futility of taking on a tyrant who recognized no restraints and would do anything— anything— to win.

“To those of you who say that you do not like the rough tactics—any farm boy can tell you that there is no dainty way of clubbing the fangs off a rattler or killing a skunk . . . It has been a bare-knuckle job. It will continue as such,” the farm-bred soldier turned senator delighted in telling audiences about his hunt for pinkos and Reds. “I am afraid I will have to blame some of the roughness in fighting the enemy to my training in the Marine Corps. We weren’t taught to wear lace panties and fight with lace hankies.”

But this is more than the biography of a single bully. A uniquely American strain of demagoguery has pulsed through the nation’s veins from its founding days. Although Senator McCarthy’s drastic tactics and ethical indifference make him an extraordinary case, he was hardly an original. He owed much to a lineup of zealots and dodgers who preceded him—from Huey “The Kingfish” Long to Boston’s “Rascal King” mayor James Michael Curley and Michigan’s Jew-baiting radio preacher Father Charles Coughlin—and he in turn became the exemplar for nearly all the bullies who followed. Alabama governor George Wallace, Nation of Islam minister Louis Farrakhan, and Ku Klux Klan Grand Wizard David Duke tapped the McCarthy model, appealing to their countrymen’s simmering fears of imagined subversions even as they tried to escape the label of McCarthyism. All had big plans and glorified visions in which they played the crowning roles.

Now that we at last have access to the full sweep of the records on Joe McCarthy’s transgressions, we can see that his rise and reign also go a long way toward explaining the astonishing ascension of former President Donald J. Trump. While some seek comfort in the belief that Trump’s election was an aberration, the truth is that he was the latest in a bipartisan queue of fanatics and hate peddlers who have tapped into America’s deepest insecurities. In lieu of solutions, demagogues point fingers. Attacked, they aim a wrecking ball at their assailants. When one charge against a manufactured enemy is exposed as hollow, they lob a fresh bombshell. If the news is bad, they blame the newsmen. McCarthy was neither the first nor the last, but he was the archetype, and Trump owed much to his playbook.

The playbook invariably is the key. It transformed Joe McCarthy from a crank to one of the most menacing men in modern civilization. Armed with a similar blueprint, Donald Trump rose from sideshow to contender to commander in chief. Neither was sure of the formula in advance—bullies seldom are, but they can sense in their bones how to keep the pot simmering and know when they achieve a critical mass. Suddenly and shockingly their scattershot bile is gaining traction and lacerating countless noncombatants. Americans, or enough of them to matter, actually believed that McCarthy had the list he claimed of 205 Communists lurking at the State Department. And that Trump’s Mexican wall would make the United States safe. Was it simply through endless, mind-numbing repetition that these fictions became facts?

Candidate Trump boasted to supporters in 2016, “I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody, and I wouldn’t lose any voters.” Sixty-two years before, polling pioneer George Gallup penned a chillingly similar prediction about Joe’s minions: “Even if it were known that McCarthy had killed five innocent children, they would probably still go along with him.”

At the time when McCarthy drafted his poisonous script, few people knew the Wisconsin native’s full story. America got its best look at the single-minded senator in his public and prodigiously publicized hearings, when he targeted alleged Soviet infiltration of the Foreign Service, the Voice of America, and, in a step too far, the mighty US military. “Have you no sense of decency, sir, at long last?” the Army’s special counsel famously asked him on live television in the spring of 1954, echoing what much of the nation was thinking by then. Americans would have been asking a lot sooner, and reached a quicker tipping point, if they had witnessed the secret hearings McCarthy was holding. It turns out that only a third of his conspiracy hunting happened in public sessions; evidence of the rest, filling almost nine thousand pages of transcripts, was kept under lock and key for half a century.

Those records, in 2003 unveiled by McCarthy’s successors and never before closely examined, reveal in disturbing detail that when the subcommittee doors slammed shut, Chairman McCarthy came unhinged in a way unimaginable to most Americans. He ceased even pretending to care about the rights of the accused, whom he summarily declared guilty. He held one-man hearings, in violation of long-standing Senate tradition. When he was absent, his poorly trained, sophomoric staffers leapt in to badger witnesses on his behalf. It is true that he ferreted out a handful of leftists, but most were indictable more for youthful idealism and political naïveté than for the sedition and treason of which they were accused. He searched in vain for a big fish—his own Alger Hiss or Julius Rosenberg—and targeted fellow lawmakers who dared challenge his shakedowns. And he grew nastier still after lunch, where he routinely washed down his hamburger and raw onion with whiskey. Here, in executive session, when he thought nobody was looking, this snarling senator showed his unvarnished essence.

If that is the darker-than-we-knew side of Joseph Raymond McCarthy, there is also an untold tale of the beguiling charm with which he seduced the Badger State and much of America. Snippets of the private Joe—the relentless yet riveting sycophant, incongruously generous to those he had just publicly upbraided—have filtered out over the decades, but these generally came from unreliable sources bent on either shielding or savaging the senator. Now we have his unscripted writings and correspondence, military records and wartime medical charts, love letters, financial files, academic transcripts, and box after box of other personal and professional documents. Joe’s widow donated them sixty years ago to his alma mater, Marquette University, and they were made available, for the first time, to this author.

These papers and others reveal a figure far more layered and counterintuitive than the two-dimensional demagogue enshrined in history. Just three years before he launched his all-out crusade against Russian-style communism, McCarthy was taking courses in the Russian language and assuring his instructors they were playing a role “in the furtherance of peace and understanding among the people of the world.” Later, when his Red-baiting was going full steam and his favorite target was Harvard University—McCarthyites called it the “Kremlin on the Charles”—Joe and his wife, Jean, were troubled by the beating that Harvard physicist Norman Ramsey was taking on the Sunday morning TV show Meet the Press, as reporters goaded the professor into defending the university against Joe’s brickbats. As soon as the show was over, the McCarthys invited Ramsey to a dinner party; he came and stayed for three and a half hours while McCarthy feted him, charmed him, and offered him a job, which he declined. “I’m not sure that we convinced him,” Jean recalled of their evening with the scientist, who, three decades later, would win the Nobel Prize. “But I’m sure he left agreeing that Joe doesn’t have horns.” Ramsey volunteered a different takeaway: “At that time there was some speculation that McCarthy might become president or even a dictator. After our evening together I concluded this was no threat from McCarthy alone but might be with him and his wife together.”

Jean, who shared Joe’s zeal, was twice as disciplined, and outlived him by twenty-two years, assembled her own illuminating take on her husband’s outer and inner lives in the form of an unpublished manuscript titled “The Joe McCarthy I Knew.” James Juliana, a former FBI special agent and Joe’s lead Senate investigator, likewise spent the years after McCarthy’s death organizing his files into a memoir he never got around to publishing before his own death in 2013. Jean’s and Jim’s families made their recollections available for this book. Daughters and sons of McCarthy victims did the same with their loved ones’ painful reminiscences, told in private oral histories or personal letters. Bethesda Naval Hospital, meanwhile, opened for the first time, to this author, its records on Joe’s treatments from early in his Senate career to the day he died there, all of which confirm some long-held theories about his health and demise while upending others. And the US Marines, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Central Intelligence Agency, Marquette University, the Russian Foreign Ministry, and other institutions and individuals central to Joe’s life recently unveiled files that weren’t accessible to earlier McCarthy biographers.

Even as I was poring through those collections—along with everything ever written on Joe in books, newspapers, magazines, and yellowing government files—I was racing to reach aging McCarthy friends and colleagues, as well as his enablers and casualties. They, together with their survivors, helped me unwind his tangle of contradictions. Months before Leon Kamin died, the eighty-nine-year-old psychology professor said that being targeted by McCarthy left him “unemployable in the United States.” Reed Harris, a Voice of America executive whom McCarthy denounced for his campus activism and leftist politics two decades before, wrote in a journal he left to his children that his days testifying before the Wisconsin senator were “the toughest and saddest week of my life, but in a way it also was the finest. For I was able to stand up to McCarthy.” And Bronson La Follette told me that his father, former senator Robert “Young Bob” La Follette, “committed suicide instead of being called before McCarthy’s committee . . . [H]e was very, very agitated.”

Yet Ethel Kennedy, who got to know the Wisconsinite after he gave her husband, Robert, his first real job, saw a very different side of the senator. The public may have thought McCarthy a “monster,” but he actually “was just plain fun,” she says. “He didn’t rant and roar, he was a normal guy.” Sometimes she and Bobby would visit Joe at his Capitol Hill apartment, bringing along their toddler Kathleen. Joe “just wanted to hold her. We’d be talking and then he’d say something to her,” remembers Ethel. “I have had that kind of bond with somebody else’s baby and so I understand that it can happen. It’s like falling in love.”

Examining all the fresh evidence of McCarthy’s official excesses and his behind-the-scenes humanity makes him more authentic, if also more confounding. Today, every schoolchild in America is introduced to Joe McCarthy, but generally as a caricature, and parents and grandparents recall the senator mainly with catchphrases like witch-hunter or with a single word: evil. The newly disclosed records let us shave away the myths and understand how the junior senator from Grand Chute rose to become powerful enough not just to intimidate Dwight Eisenhower, our most popular postwar president, but to drive legislators and others to take their own lives. Pulling open the curtain, we find Senator McCarthy revealed as neither the Genghis Khan his enemies depicted nor the Joan of Arc rendered by friends. Somewhere between that saint and that sinner lies the real man. He was in fact more insecure than we imagined, more undone by his boozing, more embracing of friends and vengeful toward foes, and more sinister.

These documents and testimony tell us one more thing that is unsettling, at least for McCarthy’s most zealous detractors: they borrowed too many of his techniques, too eagerly accepting as truth things they couldn’t have known or that they simply got wrong. The gay-bashing senator was not, as rumor had it, himself gay, nor did he skim from his patrons to make himself rich. And despite repeated claims that he never exposed a single Communist in the government, he did, although nearly all were small-time union organizers or low-level bureaucrats, and there weren’t nearly as many as he boasted. Most twenty-four-karat spies had slipped away long before Joe joined the hunt. The more we learn, the fewer heroes this story has. Dwight Eisenhower surely wasn’t one, as his brother Milton made clear in his early and futile pleas that the president take on the bullying senator; neither was Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, although his CIA director brother Allen came closer when he refused to bend to Joe’s threats. Even Edward R. Murrow, who has been cast in movies and mythology as McCarthy’s public executioner, came to the battle late and said himself, “My God, I didn’t do anything.” Some call it just punishment that McCarthy the mudslinger fell victim to his own methods of smear. I find it ironic, and sad, that this senator’s inquisitions first muzzled America’s political left, then, once he and his ism had themselves been blackballed, undercut legitimate questions about security and loyalty. That McCarthy crippled anticommunism at least as much as he did communism was the singular thing that both Communists and anti-Communists accepted as fact.

I seek not to redeem the Wisconsin senator but rather to unmask fanatics and fabricators on all sides in a way that presents a truer, more fully dimensional portrait of a figure so central to the narrative of America. Shameless opportunism may have inspired McCarthy’s anti-Communist jihad, yet by the end he had willed himself into becoming a true believer in the cause and even cast himself as its messiah. He didn’t invent the dread of an enemy within that permeated the United States during its drawn-out face-off with the Soviet empire, but he did channel those suspicions and phobias more skillfully than any of his fellow crusaders. In the process, he shattered many Americans’ faith in their government, trust in their neighbors, and willingness to speak up. While his reign of repression lasted barely five years, that was longer than any other demagogue held our attention, and at the height of his power fully half of America was cheering him on.

I have always been drawn to Joe McCarthy’s story as an object lesson in what this country was like in the 1950s, the decade of my birth, and I became more intrigued while researching my last book, a biography of Bobby Kennedy. McCarthy offers a barometer of the ’50s much the way Kennedy does for the ’60s, although of a darker kind. Both were cultural icons as well as political ones, with Bobby’s unruly locks and riotous crowd appeal pushing the press to brand him the Fifth Beatle, while McCarthy’s table-thumping bravado was what Americans seemed to want in the midst of a frightening stare-down between superpowers. Both, too, unapologetically embraced their Catholic and Irish roots, and were eager to take on and if need be shame the political establishment. The stories of Kennedy and McCarthy share one more thing: each had an ideological idiosyncrasy that was easy to miss but was central to his character. In Bobby’s case, it was the way this liberal icon was nurtured on the rightist orthodoxies of his dynasty-building father and started his public life as counsel to the left-baiting McCarthy. McCarthy’s transformation was in the opposite direction, from flaming New Dealer to the frostiest of Cold Warriors. That Bobby embraced Joe as an early mentor speaks volumes about McCarthy’s magnetism.

I have tried to judge McCarthy by the standard of his tense times, rather than by more recent insights about just how wobbly the Soviet empire was, and to give the senator the benefit of the doubt he seldom gave his victims. While I focus on the decade of McCarthy’s life in Washington, I return repeatedly to his bedrock origins in Wisconsin for deeper understanding. Only by examining the nuances of his pilgrimage—it was neither a straight line from liberal to conservative nor so simple as a prince turning into a frog—can we pare away the historical fictions and see this unorthodox political figure as human and plausible.

Before the era of Trump, even a groundbreaking biography of Senator McCarthy might have seemed like a chapter of American history too painful to revisit, one with little relevance to a republic that had outgrown his appeals to xenophobia and anti-establishmentarianism. An autocratically inclined Russia might unite behind the ironfisted Vladimir Putin, and an Italy that had lined up behind flag-waving Benito Mussolini could be lured in again by the anti-globalist Five Star Movement, but surely this would never happen in the judicious, eternally fair-minded United States of America. After the 2016 election, nobody needed reminding that this had become a story of our time. To make sense of Donald Trump’s rise, reporters swarmed into America’s heartland to interview his angry white believers. Another vital way to understand what happened is to look back at the bully who set the guideposts. Cross out the name Joe McCarthy in the vitriolic transcripts of his hidden hearings, and it’s easy to imagine we are listening to our forty-fifth president.

There is one more through-line that connects McCarthy’s story to Trump’s. It is Roy Marcus Cohn, an attorney who, while only in his twenties, already was a seasoned Red-hunter. Cohn served as McCarthy’s ingenious and imperious protégé. Thirty years later, this petulant front man became Trump’s bare-knuckled preceptor, channeling the senator’s playbook to the eventual president.

As gut-wrenching as their tales are, McCarthy and his fellow firebrands offer a heartening message at a moment when we remain desperate for one: every one of those autocrats—James Michael Curley and George Wallace, and truculent Donald Trump—fell even faster than they rose, once America saw through them and reclaimed its better self. Given the rope, most demagogues eventually hang themselves.


A Joe McCarthy Chronology


	November 14, 1908: Joseph Raymond McCarthy is born in Grand Chute, Wisconsin, the fifth of seven children of Bridget Tierney McCarthy and Timothy McCarthy, modest farmers and the offspring of Irish and German immigrants.


	Spring 1923: Joe graduates from the Underhill School in Grand Chute, a single-room schoolhouse with one instructor for eight grades. He is a strong enough student, and is needed enough on the farm, that he completes grades seven and eight in one year.*




	1924–1929: Using $65 he earns in farm work, the teenager builds an impressive poultry business, only to lose it less than five years later to an intestinal parasite and his overly ambitious expansion.


	Spring 1930: Managing to finish four years of work in a single, breakneck year, Joe graduates from Little Wolf High School in Manawa, Wisconsin, with his principal proclaiming him “the most ready for college [of any student] I ever had.”


	Spring 1935: He graduates from Marquette University Law School, having earned his undergraduate and law degrees in five years, while making money washing dishes, cooking short-order at restaurants, filling in as a janitor at a nightclub, and working as many as twelve hours a day at a Standard Oil station.



	Spring 1935: The newly minted attorney sets up his first law practice in Waupaca, Wisconsin, then early in 1936 he is wooed away to join Mike Eberlein’s practice an hour away in Shawano.


	1936: Joe launches his first bid for public office, running as a Democrat for district attorney and declaring himself an “authority on poultry raising” and a “militant New Dealer.” He loses badly.


	1939: He wins the next office he runs for, circuit judge, beating a twenty-four-year incumbent in a bared-teeth campaign.


	1942: Six months after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Joe secures a commission as a first lieutenant in the Marine Corps and serves in the South Pacific as well as stateside over the next twenty-nine months.


	Summer 1944: Still in the Marines, Joe challenges incumbent Alexander Wiley for the Republican nomination for US senator, losing nearly two to one. Precisely when he converted to the GOP is uncertain, although his reason for doing so in heavily Republican Wisconsin is transparent.


	1946: He runs again for senator, this time barely beating the incumbent, Senator Robert La Follette Jr., for the Republican nomination, then in November trouncing Democrat Howard McMurray.


	1947–1949: During his early years in the Senate, McCarthy makes friends with big business by opposing public housing and pushing to end the rationing of sugar. His sharp-elbows approach earns him the enmity of fellow senators, including many in his own party.


	Spring 1949: Joe takes up the case of the Nazis convicted of the Malmedy Massacre, the bloodiest slaughter of American soldiers during World War II.


	February 1950: Speaking at a Lincoln Day Dinner in Wheeling, West Virginia, Joe salvages his political career by launching a crusade against alleged Communist subversion, charging that the State Department is riddled with Reds.


	July 1950: A Senate subcommittee led by Maryland Democrat Millard Tydings issues a report blasting Joe, calling his charges of Communist infiltration “a fraud and a hoax.” He is undeterred, branding the partisan review a whitewash.


	November 1950: McCarthy leads a deceitful and successful campaign to unseat Senator Tydings that sends this clarion message to his foes: sign on, stand aside, or beware my battering ram.


	December 1950: The senator assaults muckraking columnist Drew Pearson in the cloakroom at Washington’s posh Sulgrave Club, a move that sends Pearson and the wider media a message like the one he’d sent Tydings: take me on at your peril.


	June 1951: Joe delivers a speech in the Senate placing General George Marshall, the secretary of defense and former secretary of state, at the epicenter of “a [Communist] conspiracy so immense and an infamy so black as to dwarf any previous such venture in the history of man.”


	January 1953: With Republicans in control of Congress and the White House, and Joe easily winning reelection, he transforms from gadfly to powerbroker as he takes over as chair of the Committee on Government Operations and its even more influential Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations.


	September 29, 1953: Joe marries Jean Kerr, his most trusted adviser and longtime staffer, at St. Matthew’s Cathedral in Washington.


	1953–1954: Joe holds hearings probing alleged Communist influence everywhere from the State Department and the Voice of America to the Government Printing Office and the US Army.


	Fall 1953–Spring 1954: Edward R. Murrow goes after McCarthy in national TV broadcasts that will become legendary, although enterprising print journalists were, as Murrow acknowledges, doing the same thing long before Murrow.


	Spring 1954: Joe’s putting the Army in his crosshairs is a step too far for President Eisenhower, the US Senate, and the American public—especially when it looks like he is more interested in protecting an unpaid staff consultant who is trying to evade military service than in investigating alleged subversion. At the start of the Army-McCarthy hearings his popularity is at 50 percent; by the end it plummets to 34 percent.


	June 9, 1954: The Army-McCarthy hearings reach an emotional climax when, out of the blue and beyond any bounds, McCarthy verbally attacks a young associate of Army special counsel Joseph Welch. Seemingly near tears, Welch asks the senator, “Have you no sense of decency, sir? At long last, have you left no sense of decency?”


	December 1954: By a margin of 67 to 22, the Senate denounces its Wisconsin colleague for having treated fellow members with contempt in 1952 and again in 1954. It isn’t surprising that all forty-four Democrats present vote against Joe. But so do twenty-two of forty-four Republicans and the Senate’s sole independent.


	1955–56: With Democrats reclaiming control of the Senate, and Joe ostracized after his condemnation, he turns up at work less often, shows signs of depression, and begins drinking more heavily than ever.


	January 1957: Joe and Jean adopt five-week-old Tierney from the New York Foundling Hospital. “I don’t know very much about babies,” Joe tells friends, “but I’m crazy about this one.”


	May 2, 1957: At the young age of forty-eight, Joe dies at Bethesda Naval Hospital from what his doctors say is acute hepatitis and what doctors today, looking at his medical records, say was alcohol withdrawal and the DTs.





Author’s Note

I use the present tense in quoting people I interviewed, the past tense in quoting those whose words came from earlier writings and recordings. I employ terms like “Negro” and “Indian” when writing about the eras when that was how Blacks, Native Americans, and others referred to themselves.


1

Coming Alive


  TAIL GUNNER JOE.


It was the perfect nom de guerre for this pugilistic Marine as he launched his first run for statewide office in 1944—casting himself as a World War II warrior fending off Japanese Zeroes as his crew navigated the perilous skies near their Pacific islands, and a GI Joe keeping safe pint-sized Jacks and Jills back in the Badger State. This battle-tested veteran knew not just how to command attention with his very name, but how to offer up the kind of unflinching, stabilizing leadership that postwar Wisconsin craved.

And it worked, at first. Joe’s campaign literature touted his handle and his heroism, and so did the newspapers. “Appleton Captain Has Triple Exploit While Off Duty,” screamed a headline in the Racine Journal Times. “Chauffeured by three different pilots, the former Wisconsin circuit judge shed his judicial restraint to strafe Jap ground positions with 4,700 rounds of ammunition after the planes he rode in had dive bombed an enemy anti-aircraft emplacement, plastered a Jap bivouac area, and knocked out a field gun shelling American troops on Bougainville. Although normal flight schedules send dive-bomber pilots and gunners into combat only two or three times a week, Captain McCarthy showed no ill effects from his three-in-one exploit.” No wonder voters swooned.

Over time, however, the accolades turned to acid. The Capital Times, a southern Wisconsin competitor of the Journal Times, indicted McCarthy for “phony war heroism.” He was a desk jockey, not an airman, his press critics insisted. When he did tag along with a bomber squadron, the shooting he did was primarily with a camera taking surveillance pictures, the only bullets he fired were at coconut trees, and the sole enemies he dodged were fellow soldiers incensed that he was puffing up his record. His medals attesting otherwise had been awarded as the result of political pressure. Any feats of glory were a candidate’s fantasy. Marine files, reported America’s most widely read columnist, Drew Pearson, “fail to show any record of combat missions.” So broadly accepted was this topsy-turvy version of his military record that NBC would mockingly title its made-for-TV movie on McCarthy Tail Gunner Joe, informing anyone who didn’t already know that Joe was a fraud as a war hero and so much else.

Seventy-five years later, it turns out that McCarthy—pegged by history as a chronic liar—was actually telling the truth about this formative chapter of his biography. His political enemies fabricated their own rendering of his war record in order to bring him down, just as he said they had.

We know that from his personal diaries, compiled while he was in the service and buried in the Marquette University Archives. They confirm that while his official assignment was as a land-bound intelligence officer, he repeatedly volunteered for combat. At sea, that meant going on submarine patrols (“somewhat of a thrill the first time”). When he got to his island base in the South Pacific, he took to the air on dangerous missions anytime he could. (“Have been on 12 strikes to date—had the plane hit no. of times but lucky.”) His candor about himself (“getting a bit homesick”), his superior officer (“he must learn to act his age”), and a political ally back in Wisconsin (“acts like a nearotic [sic] woman during menopause”) suggests the diary is an authentic day-by-day chronicle never meant to be shared. It also demonstrates that his hyperbole came naturally, long before he became a politician.

Convincing backup for Joe’s version comes in the form of thirteen letters to McCarthy from Marines who served with him in the Pacific theater and, after the war and at Joe’s behest, answered in writing the doubts raised by journalists and other detractors. Some described Joe framing reconnaissance pictures from the rear gunner’s seat, which put him in danger but didn’t involve discharging a weapon; others testified that on many missions, he was precisely the tail gunner he claimed to be. “While I was Operations Officer of this squadron Captain McCarthy participated in several combat dive bombing strikes against enemy held airstrips, towns, and supply and ammunition dumps, as rear seat aerial gunner for me and for other pilots in the squadron. His reason for doing this was to experience the same problems and tension that confronted pilots and gunners,” wrote Major E. C. Willard. “Capt McCarthy’s participation in these attacks was beyond the call of duty since his assignment as intelligence officer did not require engaging in combat [flying] in any capacity.”

Another serviceman, Duane Faw, wrote Joe, “I remember that my gunner, Val B. DeSpain, showed you what to do in the rear seat, and how to load the ammunition . . . I distinctly remember that you strafed the area with the .30 cal. guns in the rear seat both after the dive and during the strafing run.” While describing himself as “on the opposite side of the political fence” from McCarthy, Faw, who would rise to brigadier general, added that “this doesn’t change the truth.” E. G. McIntyre, too, recalled Joe flying combat strikes as a rear-seat gunner, writing, “I do know that you did want to go on more strikes than you did but [were prevented] from doing so by the commanding officer as he considered you were more valuable as a live intelligence officer than a dead gunner.”

As for why those and other missions didn’t show up in Marine Corps logbooks, making it easy for reporters to conclude they didn’t happen, another officer told Joe that “any flights that were made by you and other intelligence officers were kept ‘off the record’ as much as possible, since it would have been a hell of a mess trying to explain to the commanding general what you were doing in a combat plane in case there would have been an accident.”

If journalists had actually had access to official military records, the way Pearson and others maintained they did, they would have seen even more substantiation that McCarthy was a real tail gunner and a legitimate war hero. Records at the National Archives show that his ratings by superiors generally ranged from “very good” to “outstanding,” the highest classification. A letter from the Navy’s Board of Decorations and Medals in 1952, when McCarthy hater Harry Truman was president, said that after carefully reviewing the evidence for and against, the board recommended going ahead with awarding him an Air Medal, four Gold Star medals, and a Distinguished Flying Cross. A quarter century later, when CBS told its derisive version of the tail gunner story, the armed services again took a close look and concluded, “The only portion of the script that can be confirmed from documentation is that Marines served as escorts and pallbearers for the [McCarthy] funeral ceremony in the Senate chambers. The remainder of the script relating to his service in the Marine Corps is either misleading or incorrect.”

How, given all of this, could critics have gotten things so wrong? Much of the redeeming information has become available only recently, and journalists back then took whatever they could get, often from fellow soldiers who didn’t like McCarthy or Pentagon leakers who fed misleading pieces and bits. It’s also true that doubters in the media and beyond were out to stop him. But Joe sabotaged his own credibility by embellishing so much. For example, he entered the Marine Corps as a commissioned officer, not the buck private he later claimed. He lied about his leg wound, which he said was sustained in combat when it actually happened during a riotous hazing ritual. He was based on Pacific islands that had been largely secured before he arrived, resigned his commission while the war was still raging, and ignored Marine edicts by orchestrating his next political campaign in between combat missions. He spun his wartime exploits to get precisely the press attention that he yearned for from home state papers. And while most of his service buddies acknowledged his bravery, they were at least as appreciative of the beer, gin, and fresh meat that “Father Mac” procured. He even adorned his military tent and truck with “MCCARTHY FOR US SENATOR” signs.*


The lessons were simple even if they never sank in with Joe McCarthy: Stretch the truth often enough and not only will people never trust you, but even you will have trouble remembering what is real. Malign people enough and they will fight back in kind, with evidence as half-baked as yours. It’s the dilemma of all demagogues: they can’t help lying and smearing.

 

While Joe would spend most of his adult life at the center of America’s political and cultural maelstrom, he entered the world on an isle of calm in the US heartland.

Grandfather Stephen Patrick McCarthy established the family’s foothold in America in the mid-1800s. A native of Ireland, Stephen made his way to Wisconsin’s Fox River Valley, where farmland was so cheap he could buy 160 acres for $600. The pioneer in him would have found this untamed hinterland of waterfowl and white bass more appealing than his first and more subdued landing spot in rural New York. Irish were welcome enough in the Appleton area that they’d already carved out a colony amidst settlements of transplanted Germans, Dutch, Scots, and New Englanders.* The timing of Stephen’s journey to America, like that of so many migrants, was determined by calamitous circumstances in his homeland. Staying in County Tipperary during the Irish Potato Famine might have meant joining the million of his countrymen who were starving; instead, he joined another million in exile. Even though the Wisconsin acreage he had bought sight unseen included a large swath of swampland, the hardworking farmer coaxed enough from the pink loam to be able to bring his mother over from Ireland and to marry Margaret Stoffel, a daughter of Bavaria whose parents farmed the land across the road. Together they would raise six boys and four girls, never guessing that one of the clan would write their surname into infamy.


Timothy, the third of Margaret and Stephen’s brood, spoke with his father’s Irish brogue and stayed on his parents’ farm, inheriting 143 acres in the rustic township of Grand Chute. In 1901 he followed his father’s example by marrying a neighbor, Bridget Tierney. Her father and mother were both Irish immigrants, although her family was a bit more prosperous than the McCarthys. “Bid” was four years younger than Tim, and, as all who met the pair noticed, she was taller, chunkier, and less handsome than her husband, who stood just five foot eight and was a wiry 150 pounds. The couple would share child raising, which was almost as unusual for Irish Americans then as Tim’s teetotaling. The “old man,” as the kids called him, carved out farm operations as his domain, and he got his children to do his bidding by persuasion, never by spanking. Bid was the family balance wheel, dispensing practical advice about baking and homemaking as well as homespun philosophy. “Dog bite Indian once, dog’s fault,” she would counsel. “Dog bite Indian twice, Indian’s fault.” Tim’s advice was more bare-bones: “Don’t forget to say your prayers.”

The latter admonition reflected a devotion to their Roman Catholic heritage that Tim and Bid would pass on. Every Sunday they rode their buckboard—and later the Dodge—seven miles to St. Mary’s Church in Appleton, the same as their parents and other Irish neighbors. Fellow worshipers called it “lovey-dovey” the way Bid and Tim held hands as they headed to their pew. They would do the same thing later on the Lord’s Day when they walked the farm, surveying their oats, barley, and dairy cows.

Wisconsin farm families ran big, and the McCarthys already had four at home by the fall of 1908. On November 14, with help from a midwife, Bid delivered the biggest of her babies, Joseph Raymond. He came at an opportune moment, soon after the family had moved from a cramped log cabin to their white clapboard house with eight rooms and two porches. Electricity and indoor plumbing would come later. So would privacy; for most of his youth Joe shared a bedroom with Howard, the brother he stayed closest to and named as his beneficiary. There was no mistaking the McCarthys of Grand Chute for the likes of the lace-curtain Kennedys of Hyannisport and Palm Beach, but if some dismissed Joe and the rest of the McCarthys as shanty Irish, so be it. It was one more chip he would carry proudly on his shoulder all his life.

Over the decades, biographers have cherry-picked the facts of Joe’s beginnings, like they did with every aspect of his life, offering spins that depended on whether they were foes or fans. The first to attempt a full-blown sketch was Jack Anderson, columnist Drew Pearson’s sidekick, who started out as a McCarthy pal but had changed sides by the time of his 1952 collaboration with Wisconsin researcher Ronald May. In Anderson and May’s rendering, the early Joe foreshadowed everything evil that he was to become. He was a big-chested, short-armed ugly duckling who was bullied by his father and brothers and pampered by his mama. “Young Joe,” Anderson added, “wore overalls instead of diapers, shucked corn instead of playing with blocks, and learned to pitch hay long before he learned to pitch baseballs . . . And when [his older brothers] beat him up, he would run crying across the yard to the house—to his mother—for comfort and protection. Then Tim would scold his wife for mothering Joe.”* Historian Arthur Herman sought to set that record straight in his apologia, published forty-eight years after Anderson and May’s indictment. Joe’s early life, Herman tells us, was “simple,” with “homey, rural values,” and the conviction “that success was a matter of hard, physical work and that people who grew up on farms had a built-in advantage over those who didn’t.” If he stood out at all, says Herman, it was because “Joe McCarthy impressed everyone with his tireless capacity for hard work and infectious enthusiasm for whatever came to hand.”


In reality, the young Joe McCarthy was no more a Tom Sawyer than a Huckleberry Finn. But he was the most talented and good-looking of Tim and Bid’s seven children, no question. Not one of the others matched his fierceness or his love of fun, none had as many friends—or enemies—and he was the only one the rest saw as a standout, even a prodigy. He was one-quarter German, but it was his Irish ancestry that Joe embraced. Holding on to bits of his father’s and grandfather’s Gaelic accent although he was two generations removed from the island, Joe had black Irish looks, with hazel eyes, thick brows, and mats of black hair on his head, chest, and back. At five foot ten and a half and 160 pounds (he never exaggerated his weight but sometimes added lift, saying, “I am five feet eleven and a half inches—six feet if I stretch”), he was a more imposing physical presence than Tim. He also was more combative, soaking up the boxing lessons his father gave him as he was turning twelve, challenging his brothers or the German neighbor kids to duke it out, and generally inflicting more lumps than he absorbed. “After he was able to walk,” his brother Howard would recall, “Joe always knew how to take care of himself.”

His siblings refused over the years to comment on their controversial brother’s politics, but all would stay close to him and most offered telling memories of his boyhood. “He was always exploding on something. At the dinner table, if we had company and there was some discussion, the rest of us kids were afraid to talk. But not Joe. He’d always speak up, no matter what the subject might be,” recalled younger sister Anna Mae. Older sister Olive marveled that Joe “was always reading library books,” especially Old West novels.* He was “awful friendly” in a way that made it appear from the start that he was running for something, said his brother Steve. Howard, born a year and a half after Joe, knew him best: “Joe was like any other kid, except that he was generally three steps ahead of them.”


Sometimes that gumption—friends called it “push”—posed problems, like when he couldn’t keep his mouth shut or his body still. He wolfed down his food and managed just a few hours of sleep at night. Given a chance to ride his older brother Steve’s motorcycle, he crashed into a corncrib and broke his ankle. He talked younger brother Howard into testing a pair of toy wings Joe had designed by leaping from an elevated hayloft, which seemed like a great idea until Howard tumbled to the ground unconscious. Antics like those were laughed off by saying Joe had “ants in his pants” and was “full of beans”; today he’d likely be diagnosed as hyperactive and impulsive, and be treated medically.

That penchant for practical joking, and poor sense of proportionality, created a challenge when Joe enrolled at the Underhill School. The single-room schoolhouse used orange crates to make up for the shortage of real desks, and it had one instructor for eight grades totaling thirty students, a third of whom were named McCarthy. Rather than let this McCarthy upend her classroom, his teacher allowed him to progress at his own speed, which was fast enough that he completed seventh and eighth grades in a single year. Then, like his siblings and most other children on farms, he decided that seven years of school were all he needed and all his family could afford, given the cows that needed milking and crops to be picked. No matter that Bid and Tim hoped their boys would attend not just high school but college.

Timothy and Bridget did dream big, but those aspirations fell within the limits of their experience, and perhaps their appraisal of their children’s potential. It is said that every American mom believes her child can grow up to be president, but not Bid McCarthy, whose son came closer than most. Joe confided years later to journalist pal Fulton Lewis that he was glad his mother didn’t live to see him make it even to the US Senate. “The height of her pride,” Lewis remembered Joe saying, “came when he was elected Justice of the Peace. That, he said, she could comprehend. That was within the scope of her world. The idea of being a Senator would frighten her. It was too big.”*


Less than a year after Joe graduated from Underhill, in the thick of the Roaring Twenties, the fifteen-year-old decided to strike out on his own, a would-be entrepreneur. Using $65 he’d earned by helping an uncle, Joe rented from his father an acre of land and started to build from scratch a chicken farm. It turned out he had a knack, along with a willingness to do the grunt work of rising before dawn on frigid days and sweltering ones to feed his birds, wring the necks of any that ate their own eggs, and perpetually scrape the poop from his pens. By the time he was sixteen, poultry magazines were touting him as the boy tycoon of the chicken kingdom. By eighteen, he had increased his realm to two thousand hens and ten thousand broilers, along with a fixer-upper truck to cart his eggs to stores in the Fox River Valley and his birds all the way to Chicago. Bid was delighted at Joe’s successes, but was so alarmed at the prospect of her teenage boy visiting the home of Al Capone and the Mob that she insisted on accompanying him on his first trip, her first time traveling beyond Wisconsin.

Joe made quite a sight in big cities and even small ones, this thickset farm boy with a slight stutter and an overblown swagger. Mocking him, however, carried a price. “He was always alone. He was a hick—he wore bib overalls—and we were little smart-­alecky kids,” recalled journalist Edwin Bayley of the day half a century before when he ran into Joe in Appleton, where he’d come to sell eggs. “We’d yell at him and he’d yell back. The teasing was mostly good-natured, but we enjoyed it because there was something dangerous about Joe. He’d lunge at us, and we’d run. I can’t remember how we knew his name, but we did.”

Back on the farm Joe continued to push, too far and too fast. First he overloaded the truck, scattering broken crates and traumatized birds across the highway when he took a bend without slowing. Then he bought more breeders than he could manage. “He overexpanded,” said sister Anna Mae. “He just had too many [chickens] to take care of.” Finally, after one of the endless cold nights in his stuffy chicken house, he contracted a virulent flu that kept him in bed for weeks. He hadn’t wanted to admit to his family that he needed help, and had tried to get by on the cheap by hiring local youths to tend the flock, with disastrous results when an intestinal parasite struck. Five years into his dream, at the not-so-young age of twenty, everything was gone—his birds, his money, his humble empire.

But he came away with a wealth of hard-won wisdom. He was becoming a connoisseur of people, especially the backwoods, European-sprung, culturally cautious kind that future generations would label Middle Americans. He took those lessons to Cashway, a local chain of groceries, first as a clerk at its Appleton store, which used to buy his eggs, then thirty miles east to the smaller community of Manawa, where Joe was named store manager. He put his enterprise to the test by making his the only grocery to stay open after sunset, every day but Sunday, and hosting community gab fests that proved so alluring that even rival grocers dropped by. He let customers wait on themselves rather than relying on the grocer to gather items on their list, which was the practice back then. Olive (“Sis” to him) came to work as his clerk, and the two lived in a local boardinghouse. Other stores would purchase six watermelons at a time and a crate or two of peaches; Joe stretched his profits by buying at bulk discounts—fifty watermelons and twenty crates of peaches. He won over old ladies with flattery and an extra potato, men by making clear he shared their disdain for the “know-it-alls” from the city, and teenagers just by paying attention. Few noticed how bashful he was around young women. And he earned the gratitude of local farmers whose chickens were struck by a diarrhea epidemic, going coop to coop to share his hard-earned expertise on how to fight the offending heat, worms, or bacteria.

Add it all up, and his bosses were hearing just the sound they’d hoped for: ka-ching. A mere two months into the job, Joe had the largest sales volume of Cashway’s twenty-nine stores even though his was the smallest. He managed that not by following the company’s playbook but by rewriting it.

He was savvy enough, however, to understand the limits of where Cashway could take him and the expediency of going back to school, the way Bid and Tim had hoped. His plan was to make it through high school in just two years, then try for college. “The age differences between the freshmen and myself caused me to plan to get it over quickly,” he explained matter-of-factly. At the ripe age of twenty in the fall of 1929, he persuaded Leo Hershberger, principal of Little Wolf High School in Manawa, to give him a chance. A new system let kids work at their own pace, the way he’d gotten used to at Underhill. Students could decide how high they wanted to reach, with the most difficult assignments giving them a shot at an A and the easiest earning at most a C. Passing oral and written exams let them move to the next subject. Three weeks in, Joe was so far ahead he was excused from the classroom and allowed to work on his own. He was up at 5 A.M., put in twelve-hour days six days a week, and was back at the books on Sundays after church. It paid off: by Thanksgiving he was a sophomore, by mid-year a junior, and by Easter he was doing the work of a senior and proving that even his ambitious two-year plan wasn’t bullish enough. “The teachers were swell,” he said, “and gave me special instruction after school, and at noon, and at night.”

His return to school cost him his job at Cashway, but he earned money as an usher at a local movie house. He also taught boxing for an hour a day until the younger kids learned how hard he could punch. He ran, hiked, and played basketball. His freshman classmates elected him vice president, even though he was with them for just a quarter of their year and was seven years older than most. The junior class nominated him as Manawa’s “most loveable man.” By the end he was a legitimate city celebrity, and his comings and goings made it not just into the local newspaper but onto the front page. The Milwaukee Journal also took notice of the lovable four-years-in-one whiz kid, noting that he had “enlisted the support of the school’s entire teaching staff” and that “the youth’s records indicate that he didn’t ‘fall down.’”

His records indicated a lot more than that. He made the honor roll with grades that were, on average, just over 90. He scored an “excellent” in school citizenship. Hershberger wrote in the remarks section of Joe’s permanent file that “he did not pass off subjects by exams. He waded through and actually covered the work by will power, unusual ability, and concentrated work!!”*


What his transcript couldn’t reveal was the price he paid by hotfooting it through. There was no time for art or music, writing for the school newspaper or trying out for theater productions. The manic cramming he did in study hall let him finish his courses but left little time for just hanging out with fellow students—or with teachers. High school is where young people can learn to think rigorously, write creatively, make social connections, and work out their identities in ways that help them navigate the world. But that would have taken time Joe didn’t have.

To Hershberger, what mattered wasn’t what he missed but all that he managed. “We kept telling the teachers, ‘Don’t baby him. Don’t help him more than you have to but make him earn what he’s got,’” said the principal, who made his prodigal pupil the centerpiece of the 1930 graduation ceremony as the proud McCarthy clan looked on. “Joe in one year did more real honest to goodness work . . . than the average person does in four.” Was he ready to graduate? The educator of forty-six years didn’t hesitate, pronouncing Joe “the most ready for college [of any student] I ever had.” No part of his youth would be mythologized more than his high school year, and yet this McCarthy feat was grounded in fact. He was, in Hershberger’s words, “the irresistible force who overcame the immovable object” and “a true American.” Underhill’s boy in a hurry now was Little Wolf’s man on a mission.

 

Joe’s college career reportedly started with a white lie. He knew there was just one school for him, Marquette University, which was run by the Society of Jesus, was in the core of Wisconsin’s biggest, most vibrant city, and promised not just a good education but an affordable one. The Milwaukee college looked especially attractive in 1930, when it was spiffing up for its Golden Jubilee. With his top grades at Little Wolf and glowing recommendations, there was only one obvious impediment: a question on the application asking, “Did you attend four years of high school?” The answer, in Joe’s case, was an uncomplicated no. The response on his application, however, was yes.

Or so said Leo Hershberger, the Little Wolf principal, in a story repeated over the decades by esteemed biographers and respected journalists. At first, Hershberger fingered Joe as the one who fudged. Later versions had it that the principal did it on McCarthy’s behalf—leaving blank that critical question, saying Joe had done “four years work,” or answering yes and instructing Joe to keep it secret “until after you’ve completed the first quarter and shown that you can do the work.”* There are two holes in those narratives, which have been used to blacken Joe’s college career. First, there was no actual application question asking whether he had completed four years of high school. And second, the “certificate of graduation” form that Hershberger signed said specifically that Joe had attended Little Wolf from September 1929 to June 1930, which was a single academic year.*



Hershberger isn’t alive to explain whether he was misquoted, he misremembered, or he intentionally skewed the facts. The first explanation seems unlikely, given how many writers said the same thing, on the basis of independent interviews. The last seems equally implausible, since Hershberger took such pride in his star student and, elsewhere in those interviews, did all he could to strike down other misconceptions about Joe’s time at Little Wolf. Most probably he remembered incorrectly the events that he didn’t start recounting until he was in his sixties, twenty years after Joe’s graduation, and that he continued recollecting, with modifications, into his mid-eighties. That his warm feelings for Joe were reciprocated became clear years later when Senator McCarthy gave his former principal a fountain pen set inscribed “TO L. D. HERSHBERGER The Father of McCarthyism.” Whatever the truth, the result, as with the tail gunner saga, was to give lethal ammunition to Joe’s enemies.

When he landed at Marquette in September 1930, Joe was nearly twenty-three, four years older than most of his classmates. His academic focus was no surprise: engineering, the sort of fact-based, practical training that made sense for a farm-born fortune seeker, especially with the country mired in a depression that cost one in four wage-earning Americans their jobs and that made more adventurous careers seem irresponsible.* But his performance was average at best. He earned in his first semester three C’s, two B’s, and a single A. The next three terms were worse, with two D’s, twelve C’s, five B’s, and two A’s. More to the point, Joe found that his mind wasn’t suited to the disciplined, precise mode of an engineer. It was true then and would be more apparent later, which explains why he lasted just two years in the College of Engineering before switching to the law school.†



Law was a better fit with his verbal and social skills, although even there his grades were so-so. Over the three years from 1932 to 1935, he scored an 80 average, a full ten points lower than in high school and just three points above the minimum needed to graduate. He certainly didn’t distinguish himself in his studies on morality, either in the engineering school, where he earned a C in Applied Ethics, or in the law school, where his grade in Legal Ethics was 79. He never made it onto the law review or the law school honor roll. Blame that partly on his breakneck pace at Little Wolf, where it was impossible, in a single year, to get the scholastic grounding his classmates received in their four. Or maybe it was his parallel whirlwind routes to undergraduate and law degrees, which normally took a total of seven years but, thanks to an accelerated option at Marquette, Lightning Joe managed in just five.


None of that bothered young Mr. McCarthy. High school had simply been a steppingstone to college. Law school was a means to a sensible degree—his sights were fixed at first on patent law—and Marquette was the right career-focused, non-theoretical institution to provide it.* In primary and secondary school as well as college, he had put in the hours needed to skip grades and get by; in law school he again did what it took to pass his courses, but no more. That meant finishing classes in the morning, seldom studying during the semester, and barely knowing his way to the law library. Classmates described him as a phantom whom they rarely saw and scarcely remembered. Before exams he would sit in a study group with “real students,” close his eyes, and silently absorb the back-and-forth, recalled Charles Hanratty. That propelled him through law school but ensured that, despite his likely being smarter than everyone around him, he never was what anyone would call a student of the law. McCarthy “knew very little when he got here, and very little when he left, but got through on his memory,” one professor observed.


Joe juggled a series of jobs in law school, relishing his image as a working-class stiff. He washed dishes and cooked short-order at restaurants, and filled in as a janitor for “Dirty Helen” Cromwell at her unhallowed nightclub. He worked as many as twelve hours a day at a Standard Oil station, for the kingly wage of thirty-five cents an hour plus tips. He could peddle anything door-to-door, from flypaper to window caulking. Selling his blood brought in $25 per pint, a boxing bout $50. It is unclear, however, whether the plasma, the sparring, or any of the rest was really necessary. His annual tuition was just $225, or about $4,200 in today’s dollars, less than a tenth of what Marquette law students pay now. Engineering was even more of a bargain at $210 a year. And Joe had help, even if that fact never made it into his bootstraps narrative. “I make no provision for my son, Joseph McCarthy, for the reason that I have expended a rather considerable sum for his education,” Tim would write in his will. Brother Bill was perpetually lending Joe money, and Steve likely did too, to help their only sibling who made it to college.* Joe told a fraternity brother that the proceeds from the sale of his chicken farm aided in paying not just for college but also for his sporty roadster. Jack Pankratz says his family lore held that his father, Hugo, who was Joe’s barber in Appleton, went to church with the McCarthys, believed in his young friend, and “had given him some money to go to school. I don’t know how much.”


However much money Joe had, from whatever source, it didn’t all go to tuition. Thomas Korb, who was a year behind him in law school and worked for a competing filling station, said he and Joe would attend classes until noon, pump gas until midnight, then head to a saloon, with McCarthy generally arm in arm with Mildred Byrnes, a striking redhead with whom he had an off-again, on-again relationship at Marquette. When it was off, Korb said, it didn’t take Joe long to find another, equally pretty girlfriend. Hanratty called him “a man’s man” with “gals by the dozen.” He was successful enough in the dating jungle to be marked as a “wolf,” according to another chum, Gerald T. Flynn. But Flynn’s wife, Mary, said that wasn’t the kind of animal most girls wanted to meet. Marie Brissone, a friend Mary fixed up with Joe, reported back that McCarthy had “as many arms as an octopus” and she didn’t want to see him ever again.

Joe’s other after-hours obsession during college was gambling. It didn’t matter where the bets were made—at a Louisville horse track, in front of a slot machine in Biloxi, or back in Milwaukee dealing the cards for games of cribbage or sheepshead.† Poker was his game of choice, and hands were dealt throughout the night at his fraternity, Delta Theta Phi, where the radio stayed tuned to Amos ’n’ Andy or Benny Goodman. Most games featured five or six players, but “on occasion after the game would break up, he and I would play two-handed poker until our 8 o’clock class,” recalled Francis Reiske. While most players nervously inspected each new card that was dealt facedown in seven-card stud, Joe would cheekily bet without looking, raise, then shove everything he had into the pot. He loved kicking up his own adrenaline while wracking his opponents’ nerves. The goal wasn’t the payout but the chance to play the swashbuckler. When he won, much of his jackpot would go to buying everyone Cokes and sandwiches.


Joe lived at the fraternity house, a large white structure on West Wisconsin Avenue that was later converted into the offices of a law firm. Members refurbished the building and hired a housemother to cook lunch. The frat hosted beer bashes that often included faculty, even though it was a Catholic campus and Prohibition was still in effect. Joe generally stopped after two or three mugs. He showed less restraint when it came to the mischief-making part of Greek life, like when he and his co-conspirators borrowed the huge urns in front of a nearby apartment building to serve as ashtrays in their house. Still, Joe found time to call his parents regularly from the fraternity house telephone. He’d affect a brogue—“Mither” and “Fither”—prompting his Delta Theta brothers to ask how recently he’d gotten off the boat. He never forgot his roots on the farm and further back in Ireland, and he remained sensitive about being less educated and sophisticated than his pampered classmates, all of which contributed to what Korb saw as a “fantastic” inferiority complex at the core of Joe’s personality.

Boxing offered another indicator. Intramural matches like his attracted hundreds of passionate fans, with Joe competing first as a middleweight, then a heavyweight. He was more of a roadhouse brawler than a studied puncher, better at attacking than defending, with a roundhouse right that could deck an opponent. “Joe McCarthy had dynamite in both hands,” raved the Marquette Tribune. Concession was out of the question, as there seemed no limit to the beating he’d swallow. Once he got so bloodied that his opponent wanted to end the bout, but McCarthy, grinning, yelled, “Come on! Come on!” Hence the nickname Smiling Joe. His skills were impressive enough that he was asked to coach fellow students, working to build their confidence much as he had in high school and giving up smoking to set an example. Images of Joe unleashing haymakers in the boxing ring would prove irresistible over the years to foes, friends, and journalists, as a metaphor for Joe’s letting fly with wild accusations in the political arena. But there was a less obvious lesson Joe learned in the ring: no matter how savagely you worked over an adversary, after the bout there were no grudges. It was, after all, just a game.

McCarthy didn’t expressly engage much with world or national politics during his time at Marquette. He likely wouldn’t have recognized Mahatma Gandhi, Time magazine’s Man of the Year Joe’s freshman year, or known that Joe Stalin was launching a campaign of collectivization and repression that would claim 25 million lives. But Steve Swedish, a piano player who got to know Joe when he was performing in the dining room of Milwaukee’s elegant Schroe­der Hotel, said even then McCarthy was sounding warnings of the perils of homegrown communism: “Steve, you have no idea what danger we’re in . . . how the Communists are infiltrating . . . I have a feeling that they’re just creeping into everything like a cancer.” Presumably, politics also was on Joe’s mind one morning when he and a fellow law student, on one of their visits to the Milwaukee city council, listened to a series of monotone speeches on topics as scintillating as streetlights and sewers. “If that’s the best they can do, they ought to be kicked out,” mused McCarthy, adding offhandedly that someday he’d like to be governor or senator.

Joe did take his first steps toward public life while at Marquette when he ran for president of the Franklin Debating Club. He’d already established himself as a fearless if not especially big man on campus by offering to arm-wrestle anyone for money and showing how he could sharpen his straight razor on the palm of his hand. Still, he lost the debating post to fellow law student Charles Curran. Not long after that, the two faced off again for the freshman class presidency, and each agreed to cast a gentlemanly vote for the other. When the race ended in a dead heat, the dean suggested drawing straws, cutting cards, or flipping a coin to determine the victor.* Joe, however, insisted on a runoff, which he won by two votes—his own and his rival’s. Curran confronted Joe, who explained that “he had worked so hard trying to convince his classmates that he was the best candidate, that he finally convinced himself.”


The story ends there in most histories of McCarthy, with him proving himself brazenly unscrupulous and wantonly narcissistic. But Joe was steadfast as well as shameless, which Curran had learned shortly before, when his father died: “As soon as Joe heard of his death, he came over to my rooming house to see if he could assist
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