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JOHN REED AND 

 REVOLUTION

 

T
oday,  Americans face intense terrorist threats and thus hard 

choices:  Which rights and freedoms can we, must we, curtail in 

order to be safer in our streets and homes? Can our government 

tap wires without a court order?  Detain suspected enemies without spe-

cifi c charges?  Subject members of one religious group to additional scru-

tiny at our borders?  These are precisely the sorts of decisions that J.  Edgar 

 Hoover and his successors faced in dealing with  Communism for much of 

the twentieth century, so there should be a great deal we could learn from 

reading about that time. But today,  Communism and  anti-  Communism are 

just terms that appear on tests, like the Whig,  Greenback, or  Know-  Nothing 

parties.  Flattened out into a chronology of unfamiliar names and  forgettable 

dates, the great dramas of the twentieth century are useless to us. We can 

benefi t from the story of  Communism and  anti-  Communism only if we 

experience it as the  people who lived it  did —     with passion. Once you step 
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inside the mind of that recent past, you will have a new tool for facing the 

challenges of our time.

THE  TRUTH OF  AMERICAN  HISTORY

 There are two ways to tell the story of  America. Here’s one:  Yearning to be 

free, courageous individuals set out from  England to the New  World. From 

the  Mayfl ower on, the spirit of this land has been that of liberty and personal 

effort. No longer needing to bow to kings or obey priests,  Americans set out 

to improve themselves and to show the world what democracy, industry, 

and individual effort could achieve.  America is the land where anyone can 

make good. We see that over and over again, from the farmers of the rocky 

soil of New  England to the settlers hitching up their wagons to go west to the 

immigrants fl ocking to our shores to the intrepid businessmen who built the 

shops, factories, and corporations that made this land the wealthiest place 

in the world.  America is proof that capitalism works: every person seeking 

his own fortune, aiming to “make it,” can succeed.

Here’s a second way to describe our past: As the  Communists see it, 

what you have just read is a lie.  America was  settled by racists who murdered 

 Indians, enslaved  Africans, and silenced women.  Every time the poor or 

the enslaved tried to rise up, they were either shot at or imprisoned.  Worse 

yet, through the aid of the media, and with the cooperation of prosecutors, 

judges, and lawmakers, those heroes who fought for all  Americans were 

 called  un-  American.  America’s poor are kept  docile by TV, games, and fast 

food; they are pigs at the trough, fed slop to keep them happy on the way 

to the slaughterhouse. As the journalist John Reed wrote in 1918, “ Nothing 

teaches the  American working class except hard times and repression. Hard 

times are coming, repression is organized on a grand  scale.”  America is proof: 

in order for capitalists to get fi lthy rich, they must have a base of the divided, 

ignorant poor they can use. The future belongs to the  people, united, work-

ing together for a future in which all share and all are equal.

It is nice to believe the fi rst story. It feels good; you can feel proud to 
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be an  American and hopeful about the future. But if, having grown up with 

that patriotic  tale, you began to see the  holes in  it —     the land stolen from the 

 Indians, the endless labor of the  Africans, the strikes broken by  Pinkertons 

hired by callous bosses, the illegal wiretapping and  break-  ins organized by 

the  FBI —     then the second story offers a thrilling clarity. It is like waking up 

from a dream: you suddenly understand the way  America and indeed the 

world works. The author  Arthur  Koestler, who was a  Communist for many 

years, described that moment perfectly: “New light seems to pour from all 

directions across the skull; the  whole universe falls into pattern like the stray 

pieces of a jigsaw  puzzle  assembled by magic at one stroke.” And you have 

a mission: you must bring this truth to the world; you must free your fellow 

 Americans from their illusions. You must be the beacon of truth in a land 

of lies.

The fi rst view celebrates individuals: the brave pioneer, the courageous 

immigrant, the brilliant inventor. A nation is great if it protects our right to 

make choices: to pray, to vote, to make money, to pass our property on to our 

children. In this view, the more freedom each one of us has, the better off we 

all are.

The second view turns those same beliefs upside down. The  nineteenth- 

 century  German philosopher Karl Marx claimed that the  tale of individual 

choice and progress was an illusion. The victims of  society —     the poor, work-

ing  people, the enslaved, women,  children —     were prisoners of their condi-

tion. They were so crushed by their basic  needs —     to eat, to have shelter, to 

survive another  day —     that it was a cruel joke to speak about them as indi-

viduals who could improve their lot. All the fi ne talk about free enterprise 

and private initiative was like the false promise of the lottery: sure, one 

person may win the jackpot, but millions of players are sure to lose. Marx 

wanted to change the game so that everyone would be guaranteed to do 

somewhat better, even if that meant there were no big winners.  Improving 

the lives of working  people, the vast majority of suffering humanity, was all 

that mattered.

For workers seeking a way to change their lives of backbreaking toil, for 

idealists  troubled by the vast gaps between rich and poor, by racism, and 
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by the oppression of women, and for intellectuals drawn to sharp, skepti-

cal analyses, Marx was a golden light in a dark world. And yet that is not the 

end of the story. Who exactly are “the  people”? If the poor are downtrodden, 

uneducated, and ignorant, who speaks for them? What if most citizens prefer 

to go to church, or play with their children, rather than take over the govern-

ment? Does that mean a small group can  rule in the name of “the  people”? 

If that is  so —     and, in fact, that is precisely how  Communism has played out 

almost everywhere it has gained  power —     then who is the bigger liar: the 

capitalist who teases the poor with images of goods they cannot afford or the 

 Communist who hypnotizes the masses with empty slogans and false ideals?

 Communism upholds the ideal of helping the  helpless —     which has not 

worked out in practice. But what about capitalism? Are we really all that free? 

Are we  able to hold any idea?  Express any point of view? The  Supreme  Court 

has  ruled that high schools and even colleges can censor school newspapers. 

How free is that?  Political campaigns run on money, and those with plenty 

to spend make sure to drown every potential winner in lavish contributions. 

How can any individual swim against that tide?  According to a recent sur-

vey, only 28 percent of  high-  school biology teachers in  America follow the 

 National  Research  Council’s guidelines on how to teach evolution. Most of 

the other 72 percent are not creationists; they’ve just cowed, depriving their 

students of real science because they are too afraid of their own communi-

ties. And what if you begin to believe in Marx, if you think  America needs to 

be totally and completely changed? Are you free to believe that? To argue for 

it? To organize for it? To plot and plan to bring about a revolution?

 Communism is beautiful in theory, but  Communist nations have mur-

dered millions upon millions of their own citizens.  Capitalism offers freedom 

 while letting the wealthy and powerful set the  rules.  These are the compet-

ing visions that  people struggled to judge in the twentieth century.  Switching 

from one view to the other led some to spy for foreign governments, to 

betray their closest friends, and even to suffer mental breakdowns. And the 

questions of how we should live are still with us today. If the good life is buy-

ing a new Wii, the latest i Phone, or a game the day it’s released, then  America 

is a great place to be. If the good life is  impossible until the system that  rules 
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us is changed, then these  little treats are pathetic bribes and  America is a 

prison. Is the truth in being just like everyone else or in demanding radical 

change? What should you do if everyone around you is blind to the truth? 

What should you do if you begin to doubt the truth you once believed in?

WHY NOT  REVOLUTION?

How does change  come    to nations? For  people who believe Marx, the answer 

is obvious.  Those who have power will never give it up. Why would they? The 

rich have always staged lavish  spectacles to distract the  poor —     how different 

is  American Idol from The  Hunger  Games? Or they whip up fear and hatred 

of outsiders, so that workers do not recognize their real enemies.  Notice how 

 anti-  immigrant talk spread after the 2007 economic crash.  There may even 

be elections in which a candidate claims to be the voice of the neglected and 

abused. But that is one more illusion. The small class of  people who control 

the economy of a nation are the real rulers, and they clutch on to power. The 

only way actual change comes is through force.

When the victims of the wealthy and powerful band together, throw 

off their chains, and seize control of the economy, that is the fi rst and only 

moment of hope. The word revolution means "turning over," the world 

turned upside down: the worker drives off the boss and takes control of the 

factory; the students run the school; the hungry demand the bread they 

need. A revolution breaks the spell, and the vise grip, of the rich through the 

massed power of their victims. And so, just as in childbirth, the birth of a new 

society must come with blood. No one voluntarily gives up power, so those 

who recognize their oppression must train to seize control.  Indeed, many 

revolutionaries do not shrink from violence; they believe that only bullets 

and bombs can bring liberation.

 Violent revolution brings a thrilling clarity: no more compromises, no 

more lies, no more bending to old ways or old  people —     which makes it 

particularly appealing to the young. The  English poet  William  Wordsworth 

described that feeling perfectly, because he felt it during the  French 
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 Revolution: “we who were strong in love! /  Bliss it was in that dawn to be 

alive, / But to be young was very heaven!”

Who believes in this idea of necessary violence?  Certainly  people like 

Marx. But  Thomas  Jefferson himself said exactly the same thing. In 1787 he 

wrote, “The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood 
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of patriots and tyrants.” The author of the  Declaration of  Independence, 

soon to be the third president of the  United  States, a  Founding  Father if there 

ever was one, announced the need for violent change.

When he fi rst took offi ce,  Abraham  Lincoln —     the man most historians 

believe was the best president  America ever  had —     added that whenever the 

 people “shall grow weary of the existing  Government, they can exercise their 

constitutional right of amending it or their revolutionary right to dismember 

or overthrow it.”  Revolution is not just a  Communist idea, a  Russian idea; it 

is bred in the bones of  America.

But is revolutionary violence any different from a dictator’s murders? Just 

the fact that revolutionaries may say they love the  people, but that does not 

mean they are any better leaders than the kings, emperors, and tsars who 

say God gave them the right to  rule. Was the  French  Revolution, which made 

 Wordsworth dizzy with happiness, the birth of a new and better world or of 

a heartless tyranny wrapped up in fi ne words?  These questions are abstract 

and theoretical to us, but in 1917 they were the most practical choices.

 OCTOBER 1917

John Reed was born in 1887 to a wealthy family in  Portland,  Oregon, and 

grew up to study at  Harvard when the college was all  male and overwhelm-

ingly white,  Protestant, and privileged. But Reed was hungry for new ideas 

and burned to change the world.  Wherever he went, whether he was drink-

ing with radical artists in New York’s  Greenwich  Village or rushing off to 

 Mexico to write about revolution, he was a shining star. If there was a pulse 

of change in the world, Reed needed to be there to share the good news.

 World War I began in 1914, and it sent ancient empires crashing into 

one another like tilting icebergs. Amid the gore and death, the world of kings 

and princes seemed to be destroying itself. In  October 1917, Reed got word 

that he must dash off to  Russia.  There, he saw a tiny group of committed 

 Communists take over the vast empire that the  Romanov family had  ruled 
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for three hundred years. Led by  Vladimir  Lenin, the disciplined cell of revo-

lutionaries named themselves  Bolsheviks —     the “majority”  party —     as if they 

were the true voice of  Russia’s toiling masses.

Reed described the  Bolshevik takeover in his book Ten Days That  Shook 

the  World.  Seeing the revolution unfold before him, he “suddenly realized 

that the devout  Russian  people no longer 

needed priests to pray them into heaven. 

On earth they were building a kingdom 

more bright than any heaven had to offer, 

and for which it was a glory to die.” (Reed’s 

experiences are vividly reenacted in Reds, 

the 1981 fi lm about his life.)

This new kingdom was for the  whole 

earth, not just  Russia. “A great idea has tri-

umphed,” said one admiring  American. 

The working  people had their fi rst victory, 

and  Communists believed the  whole world 

would soon follow.

Reed believed that the  Russian 

 Revolution was the beginning of a new era. 

For once, the poor had fought and had won. 

Now they  ruled  Russia, and they would 

make an  example of that vast land. They 

would show the path to the future for work-

ing  people everywhere. To those idealists, 

the message of  Russia in 1917 was hope. No 

government was safe. Soon the laborers who worked endless hours in soul-

less factories would  rule the world.

In 1917, just as Reed was in  Russia basking in the glories of the revolu-

tion, a young lawyer named John  Edgar  Hoover was beginning to burrow his 

way into the heart of the  American government, in  Washington, DC.

The Soviet artist El Lissitsky created this design 
for an ultramodern movable tower from which 
Lenin could spread his new truths to the people.
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THE RISE OF 

J.  EDGAR  HOOVER: 

THE  FIRST  SECRET

I
f you took everything about John Reed and reversed it, you would just 

about have J.  Edgar  Hoover. Reed was a charismatic star of  Greenwich 

 Village at its wildest, and he was free to be radical because he was rich. 

From an early age, he was eager to taste  life —     having affairs with women, 

seeking adventures overseas, marching alongside striking workers.  People 

noticed Reed, who was so willing to upset conventional  Americans that 

many saw him as “ ‘wild’ and ‘crazy’ and ‘ irresponsible.’ ” When he wasn’t 

ablaze with some new radical activity, he was writing poems and plays to 

preach revolution.  Hoover, on the other hand, was born in 1895 in a modest 

home in a modest section of  Washington, DC. He lived in his family home 

until he was in his forties and his mother passed away. As a teenager, he was 

an ace student in  Sunday school, and he attended church throughout his 

life. In school,  Hoover won contests for his debate team by citing the  Bible 

and the  example of “ Christian nations” to defend capital punishment. He 
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never left the  United  States, never married, did not date, and, in all likeli-

hood, never had a sexual relationship with anyone (more on this later).

Reed was most at home in mixture; he needed to be where men and 

women, rich and poor, black and white,  American and  Russian fl irted, 

argued, and plotted to change the world.  Hoover loved marching in the 

school cadet corps and was such an upstanding young man that he would 

teach  Sunday school wearing his cadet  uniform —     the very picture of  knife- 

 edged creases, fi rm  rules, and accepted moral values.  Being a cadet was 

more than wearing a uniform; it fi t his preference for separation and con-

formity.  Hoover loved being around guys, being in an  all-  male club with his 

very special friends. As he was about to graduate from high school, he wrote 

that “the saddest moment of the year was when I real-

ized that I must part with a group of fellows who had 

become a part of my life.” He needed a “group of fel-

lows” around him all the time. And, having grown 

up in a totally segregated  Washington, attending  all- 

 white schools and churches, he was deeply alarmed 

at the idea of racial mixture. If we look back to the two 

versions of  American history,  Hoover never wavered 

in believing the fi rst,  while Reed devoted his life to the 

second.

And yet it is not hard to see that the crisp, fi rm 

face  Hoover presented to the world was the product 

of steely determination and unceasing vigilance. As a 

child,  Hoover was short, somewhat overweight, and 

he stuttered. He overcame these challenges by pure 

will. He discovered that if he spoke quickly, he could 

outrace his stutter, so night after night he practiced 

speaking until he was good enough to become cap-

tain of the debating team. From then on he always 

spat out his words rapidly with a  machine-  gun  rat- 

 a-  tat-  tat of hard facts and fi rm judgments.  Later in 

Hoover as a cadet, displaying his knife-edged precision and 
unwavering moral severity. Though the date of the photo is 
uncertain, he is somewhere between sixteen and eighteen 
years old.
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life, when  people began to write his offi cial biographies, he made up sto-

ries highlighting his supposed childhood athletic skills.  Whether by training 

himself or shaping how he was described,  Hoover  controlled the story: you 

learned only what he wanted you to know.

Does  Hoover’s stutter tell us something?  While the problem itself may 

have been a genetic accident, the way he dealt with it opens a crack into the 

hidden chambers of his family life.  Throughout his life, he was determined 

to hide all signs of weakness, and he became a gifted  performer —     always 

onstage, always selling the story he wanted you to believe. Most probably 

 Hoover’s need to seem perfect was related to the fi rst secret: the tension 

between his stern mother and withdrawn father that he experienced every 

night.

THE ONE  WOMAN  HOOVER EVER  LOVED

 Annie  Scheitlin,  Hoover’s mother, grew up in a  nineteenth-  century Wash-

ington family that was wealthy enough to educate her in  Switzerland and 

was proud of ancestors who had been diplomats and colonial soldiers. She 

Seated holding fl owers and smiling to himself, Hoover at twelve gives a hint of his 
taste for performing.
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carried on those military traditions, 

for she was known to be “a very force-

ful kind of person” who “made herself 

felt.” Her marriage to  Dickerson  Hoover, 

though, disappointed her.  Dickerson 

earned a limited income as a govern-

ment mapmaker. Born in an era when 

intelligent, determined women had very 

few opportunities,  Annie focused all 

of her frustrated ambition on her third 

child, whom she always  called  Edgar.

 Annie and  Dickerson’s fi rst two chil-

dren were teenagers when J.  Edgar was 

born, and she could see that neither of 

them was going to be her shining star. 

That left the newborn. The house was 

divided in two. On one side were the 

quiet father and the fi rst two children: 

 Dickerson Jr., an easygoing athlete, and 

 Lillian, a rebellious teenager. On the 

other side were  Annie and  Edgar.  Annie’s  rule was absolute: obey her laws, 

live an orderly life, and if you slip, expect punishment.  Annie demanded 

order and excellence;  Edgar eagerly accepted the challenge. As one niece 

 recalled,  Annie “always expected that J.E. was going to be successful.” She 

“pushed” him “as much as she could.”

The team  Annie and  Edgar formed during his childhood lasted the rest 

of her life. Like an attentive wife,  Annie “ran a beautiful home for him.” That 

did not mean they always got along.  Known as two “very strong personali-

ties,” they clashed nightly over decisions as seemingly silly as how high to 

open the window shades. But that was the friction of two totally committed 

partners.  Cartha  DeLoach, one of  Hoover’s  longest-  serving and most loyal 

FBI colleagues, believed that  Annie was “the only person for whom he held a 

deep and abiding affection.”

Anne Schetlin Hoover, the stern, ambitious back-
bone of the Hoover household
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Hoover as a scowling young man seated with his parents, Dickerson and Anne 
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One way to see young  Edgar is as the  favorite —     molded and doted on but 

also smothered by his fi ercely determined mom. But there was another side 

to him and to the  Hoover family. They loved to go to shows, to see  vaudeville 

acts. In the thousands of photos preserved in  Hoover’s personal FBI  fi les, 

the shots taken at sporting events stand out: he looks relaxed, happy, and 

at  ease —     totally unlike the endless dour images of him taken in the offi ce. 

As a spectator,  Hoover came alive. But he was also a gifted performer him-

self.  Young  Hoover was always displaying something to the world, whether 

in the  two-  page local newspaper he created as a boy, the debates he won, the 

 Sunday-  school classes he taught, or the  marching-  band contests in which 

he  excelled.  Whether to please his stern mom or to enjoy his own power of 

persuasion,  Hoover was always acting, always broadcasting his story, always 

on display.

 While  Annie was a partner to  Edgar, his father was a warning to him. 

 Dickerson’s  fragile state was one reason  Edgar was so secretive, calculating, 

and ever vigilant.

Hoover at his best — with Clyde Tolson (second from the left) at a ball game
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When  Edgar was eighteen,  Dickerson began to withdraw into himself. He 

would be silent for long periods, then suddenly fearful. The  Hoovers did not 

want anyone, even their relatives, to know. A visiting doctor sent  Dickerson 

to a mental hospital, and he came out a ghost of a man. From that point on, 

 Edgar shared a home with his haunted 

father and a fi erce, frustrated woman.

Even in his weakened state, 

 Dickerson managed to keep going 

to the offi ce. But in 1917, four years 

into his illness, he was sent home 

with a note telling him to leave his 

desk by the end of the week and not 

come back.  After forty years of loyal 

work, he received not a  single penny 

of retirement pay or pension.  Edgar 

kept that letter throughout his life. He 

had seen how power worked: if you 

showed weakness, you could be cut off 

instantly.

When  Dickerson lost his job and 

retreated into himself,  Edgar needed to 

step forward. He had been working his 

way up at the  Library of  Congress —

throughout his life, he showed genius 

at creating, mining, and manipulat-

ing  fi les. At night, he attended  George 

 Washington  University, where he was 

studying law. He graduated from GWU in 1916 and earned his master’s in 

law the following year. So in 1917 he was ready to help his family by start-

ing a career in the  Justice  Department. That is where  Hoover was working 

two years later when bombs exploded in  Washington.  Someone was trying to 

start a revolution in  America.

Hoover at twenty-four — a handsome young man 
working his way up in government. If the Reds  poster 
captures Reed as a man of passion, this portrait 
shows Hoover as eager, alert, and spotless.
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