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INTRODUCTION

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

For better or worse, Hoover had a hand in nearly every event of national significance from the moment he became FBI director in 1924 to the day he died in that post in 1972. His career was made possible not only by his political and bureaucratic genius, but by a transformation in American governance that concentrated power and attention and money at the federal level, and that gave unelected officials like Hoover a critical new role to play. The pages that follow tell that story through the life of a single—and singular—political figure, the twentieth century’s quintessential Government Man. To look at him is also to look at ourselves, at what Americans valued and fought over during those years, what we tolerated and what we refused to see.





Part I [image: ] THE FEDERAL CITY (1895–1924)






CHAPTER 1 The Oldest Inhabitants (1800–1895)
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Hoover with his parents Annie and Dickerson around 1900. He was born and raised in Washington, D.C. He lived there for the rest of his life.

NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION



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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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




CHAPTER 2 Little Edgar (1895–1905)


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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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