Senator Joseph R. McCarthy -- born November 14, 1908; died May 2, 1957.

          McCarthy started out as a lawyer trained at Marquette University, and then, in 1939, became a county judge in Wisconsin (elected). Originally a Democrat, he switched to the Republican party to run for the Senate. In 1946 he was elected to the Senate from Wisconsin, and took office in 1947 at age 38, the youngest member of the Senate. (He was also reelected in 1952.) 

          In 1947, a Democratic Congress, left over from the FDR New Deal era, switched to see Republican control of both houses of Congress. In that year, as a freshman Senator, McCarthy got on the Subcommittee on Investigations. The Subcommittee looked for examples of corruption under the control of the Democrats during the last twelve years. In that role, he became accustomed to the idea of building up his own career by "probing" and "investigating." 

          The Smith Act was originally called the Alien Registration Act when it was passed in 1940. The wording made it a crime to advocate the overthrow of the government by force or violence, but the political climate of the day interpreted mere membership in the Communist Party USA to be synonymous with such advocacy. In 1949, 11 members of the Communist Party were indicted under the Smith Act. All 11 were convicted in 1951. Four of those convicted went underground and failed to appear to serve their prison sentences. Soon afterward, 126 more Communist Party members were indicted. 

          Joe McCarthy developed the habit of citing "Communists" in high-level government positions, and elsewhere, apparently without feeling the need for any form of verification. Also, from one moment to the next, he arbitrarily changed the total numbers of the supposed Communists. 

          February 9, 1950 was the date of McCarthy's famous speech in Wheeling, West Virginia before the Ladies' Republican Club. It was there that he made his first shocking allegation that there were hundreds of Communists employed by the State Department. 

          In writing the Wheeling speech, McCarthy used a 1947 House Subcommittee document naming individuals in the State Department who were suspected of being associated in some way with the Communist Party. The document had requested that the State Department verify the suspicions. The State Department had replied immediately to the Subcommittee that many of the people listed were no longer employed, but that there were 57 names on the list yet to be checked. Later, in writing his 1950 Wheeling speech, McCarthy wrote, without any substantiation, that there were 57 Communists working in the State Department. The number 57 appeared in the written version of his speech. Witnesses who heard him deliver the speech in Wheeling reported that McCarthy had said that there were 205 Communists working in sensitive positions in the State Department. 

          Later, McCarthy made a 5-and-a-half hour speech in the Senate in which he said there were 80 Communists in the State Department. When asked by other Senators to name at least one of them, he refused to, or was unable to, answer the question. 

          McCarthy was now studying Richard Nixon as a role model whose tactics were to be studied. While on the House Committee on Unamerican Activities, Nixon had become famous for prosecuting Soviet spy Alger Hiss. Then, having become famous, Nixon was elected to the Senate by a landslide in 1950. To McCarthy, the conclusion was that one can make a political career by pointing the finger at Communists. 

McCarthy's "downfall"

          Most people who deplored the tactics of McCarthy were afraid to speak against him. If you say an accused witch isn't a witch, that means you get accused of being a witch. If you say an accused Communist isn't a Communist, that means you get accused of being a Communist. But that situation changed in 1954. 

          In 1954 McCarthy accused U.S. Army officials of knowingly harboring Communists in their ranks. In threatening the Army, others viewed him as having stepped over the line. Soon afterward McCarthy himself was the one who was under investigation, and it was he who was being required to testify before Congress -- the so-called Army - McCarthy hearings. 

          On the cover of Arthur Herman's book [click here] is a photo of Joe McCarthy making a presentation at the Army - McCarthy hearings. He points to a map of the U.S. with a pointer, to indicate the locations of alleged Communist groups at U.S. Army bases. 

          The Senate voted 67 to 22 to censure McCarthy, the fourth time in U.S. history that the Senate had censured a Senator. Afterward, he was sometimes spoken of as "the disgraced Senator McCarthy". 

          He died soon after the censure, at the age of 48, of hepatitis and liver disease related to alcoholism.

The Hollywood Blacklist 

          On October 27, 1947, The House Unamerican Activities Committee (HUAC) began its formal investigation into "Communist infiltration" in the motion picture industry. 

          HUAC issued subpoenas. Each witness was required to answer the question, "Are you now, or have you ever been, a member of the Communist Party?" To decline to answer the question meant being convicted of Contempt of Congress. 

          Edward Dmytryk, the director of the movie Tender Comrades, starring Ginger Rogers, was ordered to appear before Congress because, not only did the word "Comrades" appear in the movie title, but also because of an alleged Communist line in the movie diagogue. In the scene in question, several friends, who can't afford to buy cars, decide to pool their money and buy one car. One of the characters says, "Share and share alike!" 

          In 1950, the "Hollywood 10", called by some "the Unfriendly Ten", (a movie producer, two directors, and seven screen writers) were sent to prison for Contempt of Congress because they refused to answer the question "Are you now, or have you ever been, a member of the Communist Party?" In 1950, actor John Wayne was the president of the extremely right-wing Motion Picture Alliance, which supported the witch-hunts. 

          In 1951, over a hundred more subpoenas were issued, and many people in the movie industry were blacklisted. 

          Director Cecil B. De Mille fought "left wing" movie directors. He attempted unsuccesfully to force all members of the Screen Directors' Guild to take an anti-communist oath. 

          On page 315 of the bestseller The Century , by Peter Jennings and Todd Brewster [click here] there's an interesting article written by actress Lee Grant. She describes how she was blacklisted in 1951. She had spoken at a memorial service for deceased actor J. Edward Bromberg, who had been required to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee. In her address she remarked that "... I felt that he was hounded to death -- that his constant appearances in front of the committee had contributed to his death." That remark got her branded as a Communist, making it impossible for her to get work in the motion picture business for years. Grant adds, "... all you had to do was stand up at a union meeting and ask, 'What are you trying to do about blacklisting?' Then somebody from the union board would write your name down, and the next day you'd be on the list." 
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