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To the memory of Howard Zinn




Democracy can come undone. It’s not something that’s necessarily going to last forever once it’s established.

—Sean Wilentz,
Newsweek, October 31, 2005
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Prologue: Against the Wall

On the night of April 4, 1918, nearly a year to the day after the United States entered World War I, a harrowing spectacle was unfolding on the streets of Collinsville, Illinois, a small market center and coalmining community of four thousand, located twelve miles across the river from St. Louis. Trailed by a roused and swelling crowd, a forlorn, barefoot figure wrapped in an American flag hobbled along in the cold night air. An occasional catcall rang out in the dark, and the threat of festive violence loomed heavily. The man at the head of the discordant parade stumbled frequently as the march made its way up the main street of Collinsville toward city hall.

The unfortunate leading this unsettling procession was Robert Paul Prager, a thirty-year-old German immigrant and, by some accounts, a radical Socialist.1 Born in Dresden, Prager had immigrated to the United States in 1905, at the age of seventeen. He bounced around the Midwest for several years, working as a baker, serving fourteen months for theft in 1913–14, and eventually finding his way, in 1915, to the St. Louis area, with its sizable, well-established German-American population. He worked for a time in a coal mine in Gillespie, about forty miles northeast of St. Louis, then headed to Collinsville in the fall of 1917, where he took a job in Lorenzo Bruno’s bakery.

According to Mrs. Bruno, Prager was extremely intelligent and an outstanding worker, but “a certain peculiarity in his makeup … made him quarrelsome with people who did not agree with his ideas on ways of doing things.”2 Despite his ready inclination to apologize once his temper had cooled, Prager’s argumentativeness led to his being fired early in 1918.

Turning to the only other work he knew, Prager got a job on the night shift at the No. 2 mine owned by the Donk Brothers Coal and Coke Company in Maryville, four miles from Collinsville. The leadership of United Mine Workers of America Local 1802 accepted him conditionally until his application for UMWA membership could be reviewed.

It was here that things started to go seriously wrong for Prager. Looking to improve his lot, he thought to become a mine manager. In late March, he approached the mine examiner John Lobenad and, informing Lobenad of his desire to advance, questioned him about a manager’s responsibilities. One of the areas he asked about was mine explosions, and exactly how an explosion could cause the greatest damage. Lobenad’s suspicions were aroused, and when rumors—utterly unsubstantiated—suddenly began circulating about a supply of blasting powder vanishing from the mine, some of the six hundred miners at Donk No. 2, including the Local 1802 president, Joe Fornero, concluded that Prager was a German agent bent on sabotage.

In the hypercharged winter and spring of 1918, the mere suspicion of harboring pro-German sentiments, let alone actively working for Germany, was enough to invite the attention of federal, state, and local law-enforcement agencies, as well as a myriad of quasilegal vigilante organizations. Since entering the war, the federal government had whipped the American public into a froth with a calculated program of propaganda issued by the Committee on Public Information.

Headed by the newspaperman George Creel, the CPI utilized every available medium to sell the war to an initially skeptical citizenry. The committee’s job, as Creel wrote, was “to drive home to the people the causes behind this war, the great fundamental necessities that compelled a peace-loving nation to take up arms to protect free institutions and preserve our liberties,” and “to weld the people of the United States into one white-hot mass instinct with fraternity, devotion, courage, and deathless determination.”3 As the New York World’s editor Frank Cobb later wrote, “Government conscripted public opinion as they conscripted men and money and materials.”4

Creel and his associates—including some three thousand historians recruited for pamphlet writing—did their job only too well, cultivating a hatred for everything associated with Germans and Germany. The press enthusiastically took up the chant. As one New York newspaper would put it, “Scrutinized historically, and presented baldly, the German cannot be but recognized as a distinctly separate and pathological human species. He is not human in the sense that other men are human.”5 Promoting anti-Germanism and love of country, the CPI infected the American public with a virulent strain of patriotism tinged with a streak of potent xenophobia. All dissenting voices on the war were, by implication, disloyal and therefore pro-German: pacifists, Wobblies, Socialists, anarchists, Mennonites, Irish-Americans, and above all, German aliens and German-Americans were some, but not all, of the tainted and suspect.

Throughout the country, scores of Germans came under attack. On December 22, 1917, Charles H. Feige, who had been taking photographs near the border in El Paso, tried to cross into Mexico and was shot and killed by a soldier, who assumed he was a spy.6 Six days later, an Evangelical Lutheran pastor, the Reverend W. A. Starck, and another man barely escaped being hanged in the public square of Audubon, Iowa, before deputy sheriffs intervened.7

On January 5, 1918, one Maximilian Von Hoegen was beaten, suffered a broken nose, and was forced to kiss the American flag in Hartford, Connecticut. The following week, Philadelphia police rescued a man named Paul Beilfuss from a lynch mob.8

By the spring of 1918, the nation was in a patriotic frenzy. Reports of German spy networks and espionage filled the newspapers, with wildly exaggerated numbers of German agents supposedly operating in the country. On March 1, citing the Department of Justice as his source, the international president of the Rotary Club informed a Chicago audience that at least 110,000 German agents were operating in the United States.9 The number was never confirmed.

The next day, a Denver “squad of loyal Americans” tied Fred Sietz, by a rope around his neck, to a truck and paraded him through the streets.10 They delivered Sietz, who had refused to kiss the flag, to the office of The Denver Post, where he collapsed and was rushed to the hospital in serious condition.

On March 3, the senator and future president Warren G. Harding, speaking at a large patriotic meeting sponsored by the Maryland Council of Defense, offered his opinion that the only place for Germany’s “miserable spies … is against the wall.”11

The violence escalated into the first week of April. On the second, in La Salle, Illinois, 150 miles from Collinsville, Dr. J. C. Bienneman was dunked in a canal, made to kiss the flag, and ordered to leave town. The same day, Rudolph Schwopke was tarred and feathered in Emerson, Nebraska, for allegedly refusing to contribute to the Red Cross. Two days later, a group of men waiting to be called for the draft shaved the head of seventy-two-year-old H. C. Capers in Sulphur, Oklahoma.12

Such was the climate in which Robert Prager’s fellow miners deduced that he was a German agent intent on blowing up the Maryville mine, and union officials denied his application for membership. On April 3, a group of miners seized Prager and, employing the ritual widely practiced on anyone suspected of disloyalty, compelled him to kiss the flag. They accused him of being a German spy, led him to the outskirts of town, and harshly warned him not to come back. The Local 1802 president, Fornero, and another union official, Moses Johnson, escorted Prager back to Collinsville, where they asked the police to place him in protective custody; without charges being filed against him, however, the police declined. The union leaders then took Prager to his rooming house and asked him to meet them the following day at the sheriff’s office in Edwardsville, the county seat.

Instead, Prager composed a one-page document titled “Proclamation to Members of Local Union No. 1802” and, ignoring the miners’ admonition, returned the next day to Maryville, where he posted a dozen carbon copies of his handbill around town. “I have been a union man at all times and never once a scab,” wrote Prager, “and for this reason, I appeal to you … In regards to my loyalty, I will state that I am heart and soul for the good old U.S.A. … and also declared my intention of U.S. citizenship, my second papers are due to be issued soon if I am granted. I am branded by your President [Fornero] … a German spy which he cannot prove.”13

In fact, if Fornero and the others had taken the trouble to investigate, they would have discovered that Prager’s loyalty could hardly be questioned. In the previous year, he had registered, as required, both for the newly established draft and as an “alien enemy” (any noncitizen from a country at war with the United States), and had even volunteered for the Navy but been turned down on account of his glass eye. Moreover, he had indeed, as he noted in his flyer, applied for citizenship and was awaiting his second papers.

Prager’s “proclamation” had the opposite effect from what he intended. The miners who had turned against him were further infuriated by his attack on the well-liked Fornero.

That evening, a group of miners left a Collinsville bar shortly after nine and walked to Prager’s rooming house, where they ordered him to leave town immediately. He agreed, but then the crowd demanded that he come out into the street.

“All right, brothers,” Prager said, “I’ll go if you don’t hurt me.”14 One of the men promised not to harm him.

Once he was outside, Prager’s shoes, socks, and outer clothing were forcibly removed. He was wrapped in the Stars and Stripes and instructed to start walking and singing “The Star-Spangled Banner.”

When the crowd got near the center of town, Collinsville’s mayor, Dr. John H. Siegel, was just leaving a Liberty Loan meeting at the Opera House. He saw the approaching parade, but made no attempt to intervene, reckoning that “the crowd was orderly and there was no disturbance.”15 Siegel crossed the street and let himself into his medical office, from which point he kept an eye on events.

The crowd now numbered several hundred. The Collinsville police officer Fred Frost, patrolling the downtown area, grew apprehensive about the direction in which things were moving, so he waded into the crowd, wrested the terrified Prager away from his captors, and shepherded him into city hall.

In the meantime, the Collinsville bars were ordered closed in hopes of cutting down on the likelihood of violence. At each watering hole, the officer charged with making the rounds explained that a German spy had been arrested and was being held at city hall, so the patrons naturally made for downtown, further increasing the size of the throng. Among the new recruits was Joseph Riegel, an Army veteran and a former miner, who joined up with a small group on its way to the scene. A saloon worker named Wesley Beaver produced an American flag, and “the crowd fell in behind it.”16

Watching the growing assembly, Mayor Siegel could tell that “things were taking such a turn as to become menacing.”17 Leaving his medical office, he climbed the steps of city hall and tried to calm the crowd. He pleaded with them to disband, telling them that Prager had been taken away and promising that he would be handed over to the federal authorities. But the mob refused to disperse. Joseph Riegel, who later admitted to being drunk, assumed the mantle of leader and pushed his way to the front. He waved his discharge papers, claiming them as proof of loyalty, and demanded to make a search of the jail. The mayor agreed to admit Riegel alone, but when the doors were opened, the crowd surged forward and swarmed into the building.

The police had removed Prager from his cell and hidden him in the basement of the building. It took Riegel and Beaver some time, but they eventually found him and marched him back out into the street, where his terrible ordeal resumed.

Turning south on the St. Louis road, the parade proceeded toward the outskirts of Collinsville, with Prager all the while being forced to kiss the flag and sing patriotic songs. Without warning, the latent violence suddenly erupted as somebody punched Prager, knocking him to the ground. A couple of men helped him to his feet, and the march continued.

By the time they reached the city limits, the crowd had thinned considerably, and the police, who had been following at a safe distance, turned back, their jurisdiction ended. When they reached the crest of a hill about half a mile outside of town, fewer than fifty men were left. They stopped under a good-sized hackberry tree and decided upon a coat of tar and feathers, but no supplies could be found. However, when somebody discovered a towing rope in one of the vehicles that had accompanied the march, Prager’s fate was sealed.

A noose was fashioned, and the rope was looped over a large branch of the hackberry. The noose was slipped over Prager’s head and tightened around his neck. The remaining crowd members fired questions at him, demanding to know the details of his alleged bomb plot, including why he stole the explosives and who his accomplices were. Exhausted from his tribulation, Prager shook his head and fell silent.

Riegel then pulled on the rope in an attempt to hoist Prager up, but he lacked the strength. “Come on, fellows, we’re all in on this,” he said to the others, “let’s not have any slackers here.”18 Several others took hold of the rope, including some boys as young as twelve years old, and Prager was lifted off the ground.19 The lynch mob had forgotten to tie his hands, however, and he grabbed the rope to prevent himself from choking.

They let him back down, and Prager asked permission to compose a farewell note to his parents. Someone furnished a pencil and paper, and he was led to one of the automobiles. “Dear Parents,” he wrote. “Today, April 4, 1918, I must die. Please pray for me, my beloved parents. This is the last letter or testimony from me. Your loving son and brother, Robt. Paul.”20 Prager handed the letter over, then asked to pray. Kneeling, he begged forgiveness for his sins and declared himself innocent of disloyalty. When he finished, he walked calmly back to the tree.

Someone tied Prager’s hands with a handkerchief, and the noose was once again placed around his neck. The crowd again harangued him with questions, telling him they would kill him if he didn’t make a complete confession, but Prager said nothing.

“Well, if he won’t come in with anything, string him up,” called one of the mob.

Before they could, Prager said, “All right, boys! Go ahead and kill me, but wrap me in the flag when you bury me.”21

Once more, they raised his body off the ground. This time, they were successful.

Less than two months later, eleven defendants—six of whom had apparently left the mob before the lynching—were tried for Prager’s murder. One reporter later called the trial “a farcical patriotic orgy.”22 The jury deliberated for forty-five minutes before acquitting all the defendants.

Robert Paul Prager was a sacrificial lamb, a casualty of wartime madness. His lynching was an extreme case, but it was not an aberration. In the months leading up to America’s entry into the war and during the year and a half that the nation was an active participant, attacks on German aliens and German-Americans were all too commonplace.

But Germans were not the only group that felt the wrath of Americans’ superpatriotic fury—all dissenters were stigmatized, as the federal government fanned the flames of suspicion and fear, creating an environment in which opposition to the war, for whatever reason, was synonymous with disloyalty and even sedition. Creating fear and then exploiting that fear, the government used the “threat” of these groups to justify a larger crackdown on civil liberties and a suppression of dissent. Both legal and illegal tools were employed, including legislation, surveillance, intimidation, and secrecy.

Since World War I, this pattern has played out repeatedly in the United States in periods of real or exaggerated crisis. Democratic and Republican administrations alike have scapegoated “dangerous” minorities—be they ethnic, racial, political, religious, or sexual—citing them as the excuse for using a variety of lawful and unlawful methods to stifle opposition and curb civil liberties. It is most often carried out in the name of national security, but in at least one case the justification was economic. Nativism, certainly, had been a force in American life since the early nineteenth century, but it was during World War I that the government established the precedent of manipulating nativist fears as a way of clamping down on civil liberties and curtailing dissent.

Seen in this context, the persecution of dissenters during World War I; the red scare and Palmer raids of 1919–20; the Mexican deportations and repatriations of the 1930s; the internment of Japanese-, German-, and Italian-Americans during World War II; the witch hunts of the Cold War years; and the COINTELPRO operations of the 1950s and the Vietnam era were not isolated threats to democracy but related, recurring manifestations of a profoundly antidemocratic streak that lurks just below the surface in American society. President Harry S. Truman, whose Cold War loyalty program for federal employees was itself just such a manifestation, observed—with no apparent irony—that there have always been those who “have seized upon crises to incite emotional and irrational fears. Racial, religious, and class animosities are stirred up. Charges and accusations are directed against many innocent people in the name of false ‘patriotism’ and hatred of things ‘foreign.’ ”23

From this perspective, the recent excesses of the George W. Bush administration in attempting to put a stranglehold on civil liberties after 9/11 were not an anomaly; although the Bush government went far beyond what many people thought possible, those extremes were a difference of degree, not kind. It has been happening in one form or another for nearly a century.

This book is an account of that history. It is not necessarily a pleasant story, but it is a crucial one, for the themes that run through it return again and again in our national life. And while it is a cautionary tale, it is hopefully neither a reductionist account nor one governed by conspiracy theory.

As we emerge from the shadow of one of the most repressive administrations this country has ever known, it serves us well to look back and reflect on these issues in the hope that we can begin to move forward without endlessly repeating our mistakes, for though the election of Barack Obama in 2008 may have relieved the all-out assault of the Bush years, the surveillance apparatus is still in place, and President Obama has demonstrated little if any inclination to dismantle it.

In an 1852 speech to the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, the great abolitionist Wendell Phillips declared, “Eternal vigilance is the price of liberty.”24 More than a century and a half later, his admonition has lost none of its relevance. Now, as ever, vigilance is required if liberty is to survive.


CHAPTER 1

The Fine Gold of Untainted Americanism

The drumbeat started right after the sinking of the British luxury liner Lusitania. When the passenger ship was torpedoed by a German U-boat off the coast of Ireland on May 7, 1915, and 128 American citizens were among the 1,198 killed, the cry for “preparedness” quickly arose.

Preparedness meant two things. In the more conventional sense of the term, it required that the nation arm itself in preparation for the eventuality of being drawn into the war that had raged across Europe for the past year. Before the Lusitania, the idea of a military buildup was supported only by the most vociferous and belligerent proponents of American intervention and international adventurism, the most prominent of whom was the former president Theodore Roosevelt. When the passenger ship went down, however, there was a decided shift, as public officials and an outraged press loudly condemned German aggression.

President Woodrow Wilson also now adopted the preparedness stance, and despite his continuing public insistence that the United States would maintain its neutrality, he grew increasingly resigned to the inevitability of participating in the war.* In late July, Wilson directed his cabinet to develop a plan for rearmament.

On a subtler level, preparedness also entailed gearing up the propaganda machinery to mobilize public opinion—which lagged far behind the official point of view—in support of the mounting likelihood of American involvement.†

A major part of this effort included instilling in the populace a crisis mentality with regard to the dangers on the home front—it was much easier, certainly, to create alarm about an allegedly immediate threat to internal security than it was to demonstrate the peril the United States faced from another nation an ocean away. Wilson gave the engine a jump start in October, when he told the Daughters of the American Revolution, “I am not deceived as to the balance of opinion among the foreign-born citizens of the United States, but I am in a hurry for an opportunity to have a line-up and let the men who are thinking first of other countries stand on one side and all those that are for America first, last, and all the time on the other side.”1

In early November, Wilson proposed a program of “reasonable” military preparedness, which would include a newly created reserve force of 400,000 men and a significant increase in shipbuilding. On December 7, he used the occasion of his third annual message to Congress to sell his rearmament plan, arguing that preparedness would allow the United States to maintain its “providentially assigned” neutrality.2 His remarks were received coolly, eliciting only mild applause from the assembled legislators.

At the end of his talk, however, Wilson brought his listeners to their feet when he launched an all-out attack on the menace posed by the nation’s “disloyal” immigrants:


I am sorry to say that the gravest threats against our national peace and safety have been uttered within our own borders. There are citizens of the United States, I blush to admit, born under other flags … who have poured the poison of disloyalty into the very arteries of our national life; who have … sought to destroy our industries … and to debase our politics to the uses of foreign intrigue … [W]e should promptly make use of processes of law by which we may be purged of their corrupt distempers … [W]e are without adequate federal laws to deal with it. I urge you to enact such laws at the earliest possible moment … Such creatures of passion, disloyalty, and anarchy must be crushed out … and the hand of our power should close over them at once.3



These words were the opening salvo on the domestic battleground and would set the tone for the next five years. “WILD APPLAUSE GREETS THE PRESIDENT’S DENUNCIATION OF DISLOYAL CITIZENS,” read The New York Times headline the following day. Based on the lawmakers’ reaction, the Times article predicted that there would be “no difficulty” enacting federal legislation aimed at prosecuting “plotters against the peace and well-being of the nation,” noting that both Republicans and Democrats joined in their approval of Wilson’s condemnation of “certain hyphenates.”

“Hyphenates”—as in German-Americans—were the first scapegoats of the World War I domestic conflict, recipients of the latest wave of nativist anger directed against immigrants, a theme that had surfaced repeatedly in American life throughout the nineteenth century, most notably against Irish Catholics. The implication of the term “hyphenates,” or “hyphenated Americans,” as it was sometimes expressed, was that immigrants’ and second-generation Americans’ retention of their ethnic identities was a sign of divided loyalties. As George Creel lamented the month after Wilson’s speech to Congress, “The melting-pot has not been melting.”4

The German-American community took deep umbrage at the implication behind Wilson’s call for new legislation, and the German-language press forcefully expressed its indignation. “No one could have objected,” wrote the Cincinnati Volksblatt, “if the President had asked Congress for a law to check lawlessness … He might have said, ‘I demand a law against incendiaries, against violators of the neutrality laws,’ but he had no right to say, ‘I demand a law against German-Americans.’ ”5

With a combined immigrant and second-generation population of more than eight million, German hyphenates were by far the largest ethnic minority in the country. Although, as with most immigrant groups, they retained a significant part of their native culture and even in many instances strong emotional ties to their homeland, Germans on the whole had fulfilled the American dream, becoming assimilated to a great extent and achieving success in such varied fields as business, farming, civil service, and the skilled trades. The leaders of the German-American community were self-assured and outspoken, and ever since the war in Europe had broken out, they had not hesitated to voice their sympathy for the fatherland, especially as America was not yet involved in the fighting.

At the same time, the British War Propaganda Bureau had skillfully and successfully worked American public opinion, and U.S. “neutrality” leaned heavily toward the Allies, as U.S. arms manufacturers sold vast quantities of munitions to Britain and France on credit. American bankers also granted huge loans to the Allies, including the house of Morgan’s $50 million advance to the French. Pointing out the hypocrisy of this situation, the maverick Republican senator Robert La Follette of Wisconsin, a staunch peace advocate, asked, “How … can we maintain a semblance of real neutrality while we are supplying the Allies with munitions of war and the money to prosecute war?”6

German-American leaders asked the same question, demanding an end to America’s arms shipments to the Allies and calling for an embargo on the export of munitions. Preparedness advocates denounced this stance as an attempt to influence U.S. foreign policy in favor of Germany while themselves endeavoring to sway foreign policy in support of the Allies.

When representatives of all the major German-American organizations met in Washington on January 30, 1915, to press for an embargo on arms exports, they were harshly taken to task in a New York Times editorial. “The meeting of so-called German-American societies held in Washington Saturday evening,” said the Times, “professed to ‘re-establish genuine American neutrality and to uphold it, free from commercial, financial, and political subservience to foreign Powers.’ Never since the foundation of the Republic has any body of men assembled here who were more completely subservient to a foreign Power and to foreign influence, and none ever proclaimed the un-American spirit more openly.”7

The hyphenate problem was the hot-button issue of the day, and perhaps the only thing about which Wilson and Roosevelt agreed. And though they both, together with the press and many German-American leaders, tried to distinguish between the overwhelming majority of “loyal” German-Americans and what Roosevelt often referred to as the “professional German-Americans,” the fine differences were largely lost on the public.8 Indeed, the implication that only a small minority of Germans were disloyal produced an edgy wariness in the general population, which was now faced with discerning exactly who the treacherous Germans were.

After the Lusitania incident, many German-American leaders rushed to express support for Wilson and the United States. On May 15, the German-American Alliance’s president, Henry Kersting, said, “The manner in which the so-called German-American citizens” had supported the president proved that “there is no such thing as a German-American or any other hyphenated American.”9 The following day, Rudolf Bernerd, president of an organization representing more than twenty thousand leading German-Americans whose fathers were German war veterans, vowed that should war be declared, every single German-American would fight for the United States. Several months later, twenty-four New York business and professional men, most of them of German extraction, called on “American citizens of foreign birth or parentage to come forward and declare themselves for the United States.”10 None of these statements made much of a dent in public opinion.

The mistrust only got worse when it came to light that German agents in the United States, operating as the German Information Service, had spent more than $25 million on propaganda efforts that included supporting pro-German lecturers, furnishing material to over one thousand foreign-language publications, sponsoring the showing of movies depicting German valor, attempting to control the editorial policy of an influential German-American publication, secretly purchasing New York’s Evening Mail, and financing the arms embargo efforts. Although these tactics were legal, they were excoriated in the press, which labeled them, among other things, “double-faced treachery” and “unscrupulous and colossal machination.”11

Even more damaging was the revelation of German attempts at espionage and sabotage. A network of German agents had initiated a variety of activities aimed at disrupting U.S. munitions production and arms shipments to the Allies. In addition to the fomenting of strikes and walkouts in defense-related industries, there were attacks on railroads, bridges, munitions factories, shipyards, warehouses, military installations, and cargo ships; the two most notorious were the July 1916 Black Tom explosion in New York harbor and the bombing of the Canadian Car and Foundry Company of New Jersey in January 1917. Although German agents were responsible for the overwhelming majority of these incidents (the kaiser’s military and naval attachés were banished from the country as a result), and no significant degree of involvement by German-Americans was ever conclusively established, the propaganda and espionage/sabotage efforts nevertheless brought the entire German-American population under increasing suspicion.

On May 13, 1916, a Citizens’ Preparedness Parade with more than 135,000 marchers was held on New York City’s Fifth Avenue, which was lined with American flags and patriotic signs. According to The New York Times, the procession of “rich persons and poor … in every walk of life” took eleven hours to pass the reviewing stand, and the “only disturbing incidents of the day” came from anti-preparedness organizations like the Women’s Peace Party and the Church of the Social Revolution, which distributed leaflets and displayed pacifist banners.12

By this time, a significant and outspoken opposition to the preparedness movement had arisen, and it was by no means limited to hyphenates. Certainly, German-Americans were prominent among the dissenters; they were joined by many Irish-Americans, who objected to U.S. support of Britain. But also to be found among the resistance were pacifists, with their principled opposition to war; Socialists, anarchists, Wobblies, and other left-wing radicals, who saw the European conflict as a capitalist war; and many farmers, members of mainstream labor organizations, and others, who could perceive no benefit to America’s becoming embroiled in such far-distant hostilities.

The anti-preparedness forces were bolstered by numerous influential progressives, many of whom were pacifists and had been previously allied with Wilson in his determination to keep the United States neutral, but were now dismayed over his commitment to rearmament and to what President Dwight D. Eisenhower would more than forty years later label the military-industrial complex.‡

On the floor of the Senate, La Follette declared that “the commercial, industrial, and imperialistic schemes of the great financial masters of this country” were behind preparedness efforts.13 The New York Evening Post and Nation editor Oswald Garrison Villard wrote to Wilson, expressing his “most profound regret” that the president had “decided to go on the side of the large armament people … The new departure seems … anti-moral, anti-social, and anti-democratic, and the burdens rest primarily on the already overtaxed and overgoverned masses … You are sowing the seeds of militarism, raising up a military and naval caste.”14

All of these groups and individuals believed that rearmament would inevitably prove more likely to push the nation closer to war rather than to preserve America’s “providentially assigned” neutrality, which Wilson had asserted to Congress in December 1915. For their opposition to preparedness, opponents of rearmament were vilified and lumped, by preparedness advocates and the press, into the same “disloyal” camp as hyphenates, thereby interweaving three threads: anti-hyphenate sentiment, the preparedness movement, and antiradical attitudes.

Throughout the spring of 1916, Wilson continued to lay a foundation of intolerance and suspicion, as he repeatedly introduced the themes of hyphenates and disloyalty into his speeches. In May, he posed a hypothetical question to a Charlotte, North Carolina, audience: “What kind of fire of pure passion are you going to keep burning under the [melting] pot in order that the mixture that comes out may be purged of its dross and may be the fine gold of untainted Americanism?”15 In a June Flag Day address, he again stated his belief in the loyalty of the majority of those “whose lineage is directly derived from the nations now at war.” Nonetheless, he warned, “There is disloyalty active in the United States, and it must absolutely be crushed.” He ended with a challenge to his listeners: “Are you going yourselves, individually and collectively, to see to it that no man is tolerated who does not do honor to that flag?”16

Roosevelt also hammered away. “I stand for straight Americanism unconditioned and unqualified,” he thundered in a May speech in St. Louis, “and I stand against every form of hyphenated Americanism … [U]nless the immigrant becomes in good faith an American and nothing else, then he is out of place in this country and the sooner he leaves it the better.”17

The admonitions of Wilson and Roosevelt kept the twin threats of ethnicity and dissent on the front burner, as the preparedness engine steamrollered along, steadily gaining momentum. In the months following the huge New York City parade, similar demonstrations were held in large cities throughout the country.18 Wilson himself, decked out in a straw boater and carrying a large American flag, marched at the head of the Washington preparedness parade.

In his September speech accepting the Democratic renomination for the presidency, Wilson once again equated hyphenates with infidelity. The party platform, which Wilson was instrumental in drafting, denounced every organization seeking “the advancement of the interest of a foreign power” or tending “to divide our people into antagonistic groups and thus to destroy that complete agreement and solidarity … so essential to the perpetuity of free institutions.”19

Wilson’s 1916 campaign slogan, “He Kept Us Out of War,” contained an implicit vow to stay that course, his escalating espousal of preparedness notwithstanding. Believing in Wilson’s sincerity, officials of the American Union Against Militarism, which represented the pacifist wing of the anti-preparedness movement, campaigned for his reelection. Only Villard was not taken in; he withheld his public support, believing that Wilson had “not a principle on earth he would not bargain away.”20 Still, Villard refrained from publicly renouncing Wilson, convinced that he was a lesser evil than his Republican opponent, the Supreme Court justice Charles Evans Hughes, who campaigned on a platform of increased preparedness. (Roosevelt, who had received the Progressive Party nomination, withdrew from the race and campaigned for Hughes.)

In the end, Wilson’s promise to keep the United States out of the war played a pivotal role in the race, as voters handed him a slim majority and a second term in office. Those who supported him on the basis of that promise would all too soon have a bitter pill to swallow.

On January 31, 1917, less than three months after the election, U.S.-German affairs approached the boiling point when Germany announced its resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare in the Atlantic. In restarting the attacks on merchant ships, which had been suspended following the outcry over the sinking of the Lusitania, the German high command was attempting to isolate Britain by cutting off all commerce to the islands, and thus forcing the British to surrender before the United States could enter the war and become a significant factor in the outcome. In response, Wilson broke off diplomatic relations with Germany on February 3, the same day the American merchant ship Housatonic was torpedoed and sunk near Sicily.

As international events simmered, the domestic front also heated up. On February 14, in a harbinger of things to come, Congress passed the Threats Against the President Act, which called for a $1,000 fine and up to five years’ imprisonment for “knowingly and willfully” making written or spoken threats against the president.21 The law, while understandably intended as a protection for the chief executive, was also a first step toward the criminalization of expression. In short order, a Texan was convicted for saying, “I wish Wilson was in hell, and if I had the power I would put him there”;22 the court’s instructions to the jury stated that “neither hostility to the President nor an intention to execute the threat, constituted essential elements of the crime. The knowing and willful utterance of such a threat was held to be sufficient.”23 The law was a portent of legislation restricting civil liberties and limiting dissent that would be enacted once the United States entered the war.

A major step in that direction was taken on March 1, when the infamous Zimmermann telegram was published in American newspapers. Dated January 19, the encoded cable was sent by the German foreign secretary to Germany’s ambassador in Mexico for transmission to the Mexican government. It proposed that if Germany’s renewed policy of unrestricted submarine warfare drew America into the war, Mexico—bolstered by German financial support—should in turn attack the United States. As a reward, Mexico would receive back the parts of Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona that the United States had annexed during the Mexican-American War. The telegram further suggested that Mexico should act as an intermediary between Germany and Japan in the interest of drawing Japan into the conflict on Germany’s side and participating in the attack on the United States. American intelligence intercepted and decoded this dispatch, and its publication in the U.S. press raised a firestorm of public opinion.

While many Americans regarded the notion of Mexico and Japan invading the United States as an absurdity, they also took the Zimmermann telegram as a definitive statement of German hostility, in the face of which America’s entrance into the war now seemed inescapable. Antagonism toward Germany and Germans climbed another notch, prompting the Council of National Defense to issue a statement calling “upon all citizens” to treat aliens with “neither suspicion nor aggressiveness … [but] with unchanged manner and with unchanged mind.”24

Pacifist groups, a small but vocal minority, worked desperately to restrain the rising war fever. In response to the publication of the Zimmermann telegram, the Emergency Peace Federation, headquartered in New York City, distributed a million copies of a leaflet urging Americans not to be swept along by the tide. “Patriotism is love of country,” read the flyer. “Love your country enough to keep it out of war. What we dread is a stampede. ‘Remember the Maine’ made one war. Don’t let the newspapers make another.”25

A month and a half after the Housatonic went down, the sinking of three more American merchant ships during a twenty-four-hour period in the middle of March brought matters to a head. On March 21, the day after his cabinet had unanimously expressed its approval for war with Germany, Wilson called a special session of Congress for April 2 to hear his request for a declaration of war.

The country was polarized. The antimilitarists swung into high gear as the mood of the “patriots” simultaneously took an ugly turn toward anybody opposed to America’s entry. For their increasingly outspoken opposition to the headlong rush, pacifists were now branded, along with hyphenates, as disloyal by preparedness advocates. With war clearly looming on the horizon, tensions between “patriots” and pacifists broke loose at a March 23 Carnegie Hall meeting to celebrate the overthrow of Russia’s tsar, Nicholas II. When New York City’s mayor John Purroy Mitchel told the crowd, “It is now inevitable … that the United States is to be projected into this world war,” he was greeted by a chorus of “No! No!”26

Mitchel retorted, “And I say to you in the galleries that tonight we are divided into only two classes—Americans and traitors! … You are for America or you are against her.”

That night a prowar demonstration was held at Madison Square Garden, and the following evening pacifists called their own rally at the same location. More than twelve thousand people packed the auditorium, and another three thousand were turned away for lack of space.

One of the main speakers was the former Stanford University president David Starr Jordan, who was on an eleventh-hour whirlwind speaking tour of eastern cities in support of finding a peaceful solution to the crisis. In the next week, Jordan spoke in Boston, New Haven, Philadelphia, and Princeton, where Princeton University president John G. Hibben refused permission for a peace rally, forcing the sponsors to meet at a church.

On the evening of Sunday, April 1, the day before Wilson was scheduled to seek a declaration of war from Congress, Jordan was slated to speak at Baltimore’s Academy of Music. He had barely begun addressing an audience of five thousand about the need for peace when a loud commotion arose outside the hall. The manager of the building hurried onto the stage to inform the meeting’s organizers that an angry crowd of over a thousand had gathered outside, “howling, hissing and shaking their fists,” and that the thirty police officers assigned to maintain order could not control the throng.27 He urgently advised them to end the meeting.

Suddenly a group that included businessmen, students, and professors from local colleges and universities, led by a man carrying the American flag, broke through the police barrier, entered the hall, rushed up the aisle, and climbed onstage. Confronting the chairman of the meeting “with profane and foul epithets,” the standard-bearer thrust the flag forward and demanded, “What do you say to this?”28 The gathering was on the verge of erupting into a melee when one of the pacifists jumped onto a chair and began singing “The Star-Spangled Banner”; the entire assembly took up the song, and the belligerents were forced to remove their hats and join in. The national anthem was followed by “America” and “Columbia, the Gem of the Ocean” as members of the audience filed out the side doors. By this time, police reinforcements from all over the city had arrived. Swinging their clubs, the officers waded into the counterdemonstrators and carted off over twenty people, at least one of whom had to be hospitalized.

Jordan was able to leave the building safely, but for the next several hours the patriotic horde prowled the streets of Baltimore, singing, “We’ll hang Dave Jordan to a sour apple tree,” to the tune of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” They stopped in at all the hotels, trying to find Jordan, who was spending the night at a friend’s house.

The following morning, Jordan went to Washington and tried in vain to meet with Wilson as thousands of people poured into the “flag draped” capital to demonstrate support for either peace or war.29 Two special trains of prowar supporters—or “anti-pacifists,” as The New York Times called them—came from New York, and others arrived on their own, but they were outnumbered by representatives of the peace camp, “the most eager” of whom, according to the Times, “spoke with a pronounced German accent.” Police refused to allow parades or demonstrations of any kind and prevented about fifteen hundred antiwar partisans from holding a rally on the steps of the Capitol building.

That evening, Wilson addressed a joint meeting of Congress that also included the justices of the Supreme Court and members of the diplomatic corps. When the president was introduced, he received “such a reception as Congress had never given him before in any of his visits to it.”30 Except for a small handful, including senators La Follette, James Vardaman of Mississippi, and George Norris of Nebraska and the House majority leader, Claude Kitchin of North Carolina, the assembled legislators each wore or carried a small American flag. They cheered Wilson for a full two minutes before allowing him to begin his speech, which history would remember for its keynote line, “The world must be made safe for democracy.”

Wilson started by reviewing a list of German crimes and American attempts to avoid war, which his audience listened to without interruption. When, in turning to recent events, he said, “We will not choose the path of submission,” the chief justice of the Supreme Court, Edward Douglass White, “with an expression of joy and thankfulness on his face, dropped the big soft hat he had been holding, raised his hands high in the air, and brought them together with a heartfelt bang; and House, Senate, and galleries followed him with a roar like a storm. It was a cheer so deep and so intense and so much from the heart that it sounded like a prayer.”

White led another outburst when Wilson urged Congress to “declare the course of the Imperial German Government to be in effect nothing less than war,” at which the chief justice, rising from his seat, “compressed his lips together as if he were trying to keep tears back, and again raised his hands as high as he could and brought his mighty palms together as if he were trying to split them.” At this display, the entire audience—minus the small group of dissenters—joined White and rose to deliver a standing ovation.

Listeners also applauded Wilson’s proposals to strengthen the Navy, expand the Army to half a million men, and institute a military draft. The final round of applause came when he touched upon the issue of German-Americans. Most of them, he affirmed, were “true and loyal Americans”; however, he warned, “if there should be disloyalty, it will be dealt with with a firm hand of stern repression.”

At the end of Wilson’s talk, “the great scene which had been enacted at his entrance was repeated.” As he left the chamber, senators and representatives, Democrats and Republicans alike, diplomats, Supreme Court justices, and people in the galleries stood and waved their flags, as those who had worn, rather than carried their banners, “tore them from their lapels or their sleeves and waved with the rest, and they all cheered wildly.”

All but a few, that is. La Follette, who had pointedly and defiantly chewed gum throughout the president’s address, “stood motionless with his arms folded tight and high on his chest, so that nobody could have any excuse for mistaking his attitude.”

La Follette was by this time one of the most maligned men in the country, a result of his unwavering opposition to the preparedness movement and the war momentum. He was condemned as a traitor and likened to Benedict Arnold and Judas Iscariot. The Cincinnati Times-Star said, “In a democracy majorities must rule. The vast majority of senators are patriotic Americans. They should use their power to deprive La Follette and his little group of perverts the opportunity of continuing to drag our flag in the dust and to make this great American Republic ridiculous and without honor in the eyes of the world.”31 In Roosevelt’s opinion, the Wisconsin senator had “shown himself to be an unhung traitor, and if the war should come, he ought to be hung.”32

As expected, La Follette delivered a solemn speech against the war resolution, which had been introduced in both houses immediately following Wilson’s April 2 address. In a four-hour talk during the Senate debate on April 4, he rebuked “the irresponsible and war-crazed press” for its “doctrine of ‘standing back of the president,’ without inquiring whether the president is right or wrong,” and accused Wilson of guaranteeing “to make this fair, free, and happy land of ours the same shambles and bottomless pit of horror that we see in Europe today.”33 He dared Wilson and the bill’s supporters to let the people vote on whether or not there should be a declaration of war. And, in possibly the most provocative of his remarks, he ridiculed the idea that the United States had ever been neutral in the conflict. “From early in the war [we] threw our neutrality to the winds … I say Germany has been patient with us.” At the end of his speech, wrote Amos Pinchot, La Follette “stood in silence, tears running down his face.”34

La Follette was not the only one to speak forcefully against American involvement. Echoing his Wisconsin colleague, James Vardaman stated that if the people, “the plain, honest people, the masses,” were consulted, the resolution would be defeated.35 George Norris, whose talk was greeted by shouts of “Treason!” declared that entering the war “would benefit only the class of people … who have already made millions of dollars, and who will make many hundreds of millions more … We are going into war upon the command of gold.… [W]e are about to put the dollar sign on the American flag.”36

House opponents argued no less ardently. When called upon to cast her vote, Jeannette Rankin of Montana, the first woman elected to Congress and only four days into her term, said, “I want to stand by my country, but I cannot vote for war. I vote no.”37 Isaac Sherwood of Ohio, who had fought in the Civil War and been forever after haunted by the carnage he witnessed, stated, “As I love my country, I feel it is my sacred duty to keep the stalwart young men of today out of a barbarous war 3,500 miles away, in which we have no vital interest.”38 But perhaps the most telling comment was made by Majority Leader Kitchin, who lamented, “For my vote I shall be not only criticized but denounced from one end of the country to the other. The whole yelping pack of defamers and revilers in the nation will at once be set upon my heels.”39

According to one historian of the period, the opponents of the war possessed “the greater abundance [of] the virtues of consistency, clarity of purpose, and prophetic accuracy,” but they were hopelessly outnumbered.40 The Senate adopted the war resolution by a vote of 82–6, the House by 373–50, and Wilson signed it on April 6. The “patriots” had their war.


*Wilson’s shift away from his previous insistence on neutrality and peace was undoubtedly influenced in part by political realities. The preparedness movement was dominated by Republicans—bankers, industrialists, and munitions manufacturers—which left the Democrats open to charges of being weak on national defense.

†As Arthur Link wrote in Woodrow Wilson and the Progressive Era, 1910–1917, “Americans were shocked and horrified” at the sinking of the Lusitania, but “except for a small group of ardent nationalists headed by Theodore Roosevelt, few Americans wanted to go to war to avenge the wrong” (p.164).

‡Wilson himself foresaw that such an alliance portended the loss of much of the Progressive Era’s gains. “Every reform we have won will be lost if we go into this war,” he told Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels. “War means autocracy. The people we have unhorsed will inevitably come into control of the country for we shall be dependent upon the steel, ore and financial magnates. They will run the nation” (Baker, Woodrow Wilson: Life and Letters, vol. 6, p. 506 n. 2).




CHAPTER 2

A Democracy Gone Mad

On the afternoon of July 1, three months after the United States entered the war, eight thousand Socialists and trade unionists gathered outside Socialist Party headquarters on Boston’s Park Square for a peace parade. The march was scheduled to start at 2:45, but even as prospective participants were assembling, the hint of trouble was already in the air.

A group of onlooking uniformed servicemen took umbrage at some of the placards they saw. “Who Stole Panama, Who Crushes Haiti?—American Democracy,” read one. “If This Is a Popular War, Why Conscription?” asked another. “A Six-Hour Day in Socialist Russia. Why Not Here?” demanded a third.1 But the sign that was most offensive to the men in uniform was the one that claimed, “The United States Government Has Ordered 200,000 Coffins for Our Boys.”

Determined to do something about the affront, the soldiers and sailors left the square and walked a few blocks to Boston Common, where they rounded up all the uniformed men they could find. At an officer’s command, they marched in double-rank formation back to Park Square, where they planted themselves directly in the line of the parade and announced that the protest would not happen. Hoping to avoid a repeat of a riot that had taken place five weeks earlier at a Chicago peace demonstration, police intervened, and the servicemen withdrew.2 A noncommissioned officer “congratulated them … and advised them to disperse without further disturbance,” but the enlisted men had other ideas.

Meanwhile, the marchers—including women, “many of whom carried babies”—had set out, fronted by an American flag and a huge red banner borne by a dozen men, with the gilt inscription “Workers of the World, Unite, You Have Nothing to Lose but Your Chains, and the World to Gain.” When the march reached the military recruiting tents on Tremont Street, the soldiers and sailors, whose ranks were steadily increasing, advanced and met the parade head-on. They pulled down the red banner with its revolutionary slogan and tore it to shreds, but the police once again stepped in to prevent events from escalating out of control.

The march resumed. After a few blocks, the “patriots,” now numbering three hundred servicemen and a thousand civilians, barged in from a side street and marched in formation through the length of the parade, “effectively ripping it apart and destroying all semblance” of its order. The American flag at the head of the procession was seized, and patriots snatched away the red flags with white circles, symbolizing peace, that many of the marchers carried. Fistfights broke out everywhere. One of the attackers was clubbed over the head by a police officer just as he grabbed a protester’s flag, but a Justice Department agent stepped in and whispered something to the patrolman, and the man was released. Boston’s finest tried to restore order, but “the willingness of the uniformed men and their followers to pitch into any who denied their demands was so evident few cared to encounter them,” and the police soon gave up trying to restrain them.

With their parade destroyed, the marchers “flowed onto the Common like a flood,” gathering with their remaining signs on the baseball field, where the melee resumed. The planned speakers, who included the president of the Pennsylvania State Federation of Labor, tried to make themselves heard, but the affair was beyond the point of rescue. The crowd ran about, “not unlike cattle,” rushing from one fight to another, as the rest of the protesters’ signs, banners, and flags were confiscated and trampled underfoot. Many of the usual Sunday visitors to the Common, who had unsuspectingly turned out to enjoy the sunshine, were buffeted about like driftwood in rough surf, suffering minor bruises and torn clothing. To avert worse trouble, the Boston police superintendent, Michael Crowley, revoked the marchers’ meeting permit that had been granted by the mayor’s office.

At about 4:00 p.m., the servicemen got the idea “to do a systematic job,” and they fell into formation and marched to Socialist Party headquarters at 14 Park Square. A crowd rushed up the two flights of stairs to the office, broke down the doors, and poured in. When a marine bugler appeared in one of the windows and played the opening notes of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” the crowd in the street below took up the national anthem. After they finished, “the work of destruction began.” The office telephone was torn out; records, publications, furniture, and a suitcase containing clothing and personal effects were thrown out the windows onto the square, where they were fed into a bonfire. Servicemen draped the American flag that had been seized from the head of the parade over the Park Square statue of Abraham Lincoln.

Their work at the office accomplished, one of the soldiers cried out, “Come on, we’ll go back to the Common and bust up that meeting.” A group of servicemen and civilians formed up and began a parade of their own, waving the tattered and defaced banners they had taken from the protesters. Superintendent Crowley ordered his men not to interfere with the new march lest an even greater disaster ensue. The rest of the crowd surged back to the Common, exhorted by “dozens of leaders, each with a different idea of how to proclaim the triumph of patriotism.” More flags were planted on more statues. The throng swelled to about twenty thousand.

Adding a bizarre, surrealistic touch to the bedlam was the customary Sunday concert on Parkman Bandstand, which started up and continued, even as the contiguous pandemonium raged. Soon the men in military uniforms had taken over the management of the concert, instructing the orchestra on which songs to play and commanding the assembled listeners on when to doff their hats, as an ad hoc vigilance committee made sure they complied.

The mayhem had been in progress for almost three hours when a Justice Department agent telephoned the Navy Reserve office at Commonwealth Pier to request troops. Just before six o’clock, a squadron of thirty armed reservists arrived, creating the discomfiting prospect of reserve men acting against uniformed soldiers and sailors. In full view of the crowd, the three ensigns in charge “unlimbered their revolvers and made sure that the cartridge chambers were stocked.” Followed by a large crowd, the reservists cut through the Common to Park Square, where a second sacking of Socialist Party headquarters was under way. The order to fix bayonets was given.

As the reservists were locking their bayonets into place, a reporter asked one of the ensigns about who had ordered them to the scene and if they were enforcing martial law. He was told to “get out.” The ensign then ordered someone, anyone, to arrest the reporter, after which a uniformed man punched the journalist in the face, breaking his glasses. To prevent worse, a small group ushered the writer out of the area.

Working with the Boston police and federal Secret Service agents, the reservists methodically cleared Park Square and restored an air of order to the Common before withdrawing. By the end of the afternoon, ten people had been arrested.

One Boston newspaper called the assault on the march “a deep disgrace to Boston and a sorry stain to the American uniform … in a year when the nation has been urged to give its blood to ‘make the world safe for democracy.’ ”

Among the protest signs that were demolished in the fray was one that read, “First War Victims—Freedom of Assembly, Freedom of Speech.”

The repression began immediately after Congress declared war, as the Wilson administration unleashed an all-out assault on dissent with a three-pronged attack of legislation, propaganda, and surveillance.

When the American people reelected Woodrow Wilson in 1916, they voted to stay out of the war. It is questionable, however, whether Wilson ever felt bound by his campaign slogan, “He Kept Us Out of War,” with its implied promise of continued neutrality, as his veiled intentions were revealed in a letter to a friend two days after his war message to Congress. “It was necessary for me,” Wilson wrote, “by very slow stages indeed and with the most genuine purpose to avoid war to lead the country on to a single way of thinking.”3

Now that war had arrived, the Wilson administration went to work to stifle opposition and to make certain that the entire country adhered to that “single way of thinking.” On the very day that the United States entered the war, Wilson issued a proclamation, based on the Alien Enemies Act of 1798 (one of the Alien and Sedition Acts), categorizing “all natives, citizens, denizens, or subjects of Germany, being males of fourteen years and upwards, who shall be within the United States and not actually naturalized,” as “alien enemies.”4 The proclamation contained twelve regulations “for the public safety,” forbidding alien enemies to, among other things, possess firearms or other munitions, use aircraft or wireless devices, criticize in writing the U.S. government, and reside or remain in any area designated by the president as “restricted.” Violation of any of the twelve regulations meant “summary arrest.” Ten days after the United States declared war, Congress passed an updated version of the Alien Enemies Act.

Even before war was declared, “elaborate preparations” had been made for the detention of German aliens deemed dangerous.5 Since August 1914, the Department of Justice had been compiling the names of Germans and German sympathizers, and on March 30, Assistant Attorney General Charles Warren (who framed Wilson’s April 6 proclamation on alien enemies) wrote to Attorney General Thomas W. Gregory to recommend a swift and repressive course of action, despite having no indication of illegal activity. “There are many dangerous leaders and plotters in New York and elsewhere,” wrote Warren, “of whom we have no absolute evidence, at present, of having committed a Federal crime but yet who would be very dangerous if left at large. It seems to me the height of folly to wait until these German aliens commit crimes before we arrest them. I believe that the wise policy is to avert trouble and not try and remedy it after it has happened.”6

On the heels of the declaration of war, sixty-three German aliens—now “enemy aliens”—were arrested. This was just the beginning of the crackdown, and German-Americans were not the only ones who would come under attack as the government used the alleged threat from hyphenates to institute a wide-ranging curtailment of civil liberties and the expression of dissent. In turn, the public carried on these tactics as a popular extension of official policy.

As early as December 1915, in Wilson’s third annual message to Congress, in which he attacked immigrants who “poured the poison of disloyalty into the very arteries of our national life,” the president had appealed for stronger laws to deal with “disloyal” behavior.7 The day after his speech, Wilson’s cabinet instructed Gregory to develop such legislation, and in June 1916 the attorney general’s proposals, aimed at addressing “the new conditions of warfare by propaganda,” were presented to both House and Senate committees for consideration.8 The proposed legislation was aimed at restricting freedom of speech and the press as well as punishing sabotage, but Congress adjourned before any bill could be considered.

During a special session of Congress in early February 1917, Senator Lee Overman and Representative Edwin Webb, both of North Carolina, introduced bills in their respective bodies based on Gregory’s recommendations. The Senate version passed on February 20. At the House Judiciary Committee hearings, Norman Thomas, then a young New York minister, testified on behalf of the American Union Against Militarism, a stronghold of pacifist principles and activism. Despite guarantees from the bill’s supporters that it would never be brought to bear against “loyal” Americans, Thomas expressed his disquiet, arguing, “It certainly could be used to muzzle such conscientious objectors as the Quakers and other good souls, although treason would be the last thing to enter their minds.”9 Thomas’s concerns were not without basis—from Wilson on down, the definition of “disloyal” had never been spelled out.

Though the House adjourned on March 4 before the Overman-Webb bill could be brought to a vote, the special congressional session did bring forth the Threats Against the President Act, which presaged the coming trend.10 When Congress reconvened on April 2 to hear Wilson’s war message, the Overman-Webb bill, now known as the Espionage Act, was placed at the top of the legislative agenda.

Just how quickly the wheels were rolling may be evidenced by an April 17 letter from the AUAM to Wilson, expressing alarm over the snowballing infringements on civil liberties, even before any restrictive laws had been passed.* The letter, signed by such notables as Jane Addams, Herbert S. Bigelow, Samuel Gompers, Morris Hillquit, George Foster Peabody, Amos Pinchot, and Rabbi Stephen Wise, communicated trepidation that


the administration of such laws … may easily lend itself to the suppression of free speech, free assemblage, popular discussion and criticism … Even by this time, we have seen evidence of the breaking down of immortal rights and privileges. Halls have been refused for public discussion; meetings have been broken up; speakers have been arrested and censorship exercised, not to prevent the transmission of information to enemy countries, but to prevent the free discussion by American citizens of our own problems and policies. As we go on, the inevitable psychology of war will manifest itself with increasing danger, not only to individuals, but to our cherished institutions.11



The letter urged Wilson to “make an impressive statement” that would remind people “of the peculiar obligation devolving upon all Americans in this war to uphold in every way our constitutional rights and privileges,” but no such statement was forthcoming from the White House.

What emerged instead was the Committee on Public Information, the official state organ of propaganda, created by Wilson on April 14 and headed by George Creel. The CPI, with its daily publication, the Official Bulletin, and a torrent of other pamphlets, films, signs, and additional media output, was instrumental in creating the climate of paranoia and war hysteria, feeding the notion, as one historian has written, “that spies and saboteurs lurked behind every bush.”12

According to John Lord O’Brian, director of the Justice Department’s Emergency War Division, “No other one cause contributed so much to the oppression of innocent men as the systematic and indiscriminate agitation against what was claimed to be an all-pervasive system of German espionage.” Writing after the war, O’Brian cited “the large number of false stories of enemy activities within the United States, put forth through the medium of press dispatches, pamphlets of patriotic societies and occasionally speeches on the floor of Congress.”13

The efforts of the CPI were coupled with the emergence of a rash of patriotic vigilance organizations with names like the All-Allied Anti-German League, the American Anti-Anarchy Association, the Anti–Yellow Dog League, the Boy Spies of America, the Sedition Slammers, and the Terrible Threateners. By August 1917, Gregory reported having several
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