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* ATTORNEY GENERAL CHARLES Bonaparte’s July 1908 order creating a

permanent investigation division within the Department of Justice,
the Bureau of Investigation (formally renamed the FBI in 1935),
marked a new phase in the nation’s political history. Until then,
libertarian and states’ rights values had defined law enforcement as a
local and state responsibility. In 1907-1908, when Secret Service
agents (temporarily hired by the Justice Department) uncovered
evidence of land fraud which led to the indictment of two U.S.
congressmen, Congress was incensed by this “targeting.” Members
likened the actions to those of a tsarist secret police and voiced fears
of a “national secret police” and its threats to a government of
checks and balances. In January 1909, the outgoing attorney general
sought to allay these concerns, heightened by his unilateral action in
creating the Bureau of Investigation. He denied in congressional
testimony that the newly created Bureau would pose any such
threat. Bonaparte assured the congressmen that Bureau investiga-
tions would be confined to enforcing the antitrust and interstate
commerce laws. The Bureau was not about to monitor political
dissent or target members of Congress at the request of their
partisan adversaries in the White House.

U.S. involvement in World War I in April 1917 proved that the
alarmist concerns of 1907-1908 were prescient. During the period
1917-1921, Bureau of Investigation agents compiled more than
200,000 dossiers on American organizations and residents (includ-
ing the pacifist Jane Addams, antiwar Senator Robert LaFollette,
civil libertarian Roger Baldwin, and Irish nationalist Eamon de-
Valera) because of their opposition to the Woodrow Wilson adminis-
tration’s foreign policy. Agents continued to monitor the activities of
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radical trade unionists and socialists even after the armistice of
November 1918. Lacking the authority to use the acquired informa-
tion for prosecutive purposes, the Bureau shared it with state police
officials and private employers who had an interest in identifying
union organizers and activists. The extent of this extralegal and
covert assistance acquired a new dimension with the disclosure in
1923 that Bureau agents had monitored those congressional critics
of the administration of Warren G. Harding who had exposed the
Teapot Dome scandal. This monitoring had'included breaking into
and wiretapping the offices of these congressmen.

To calm the resulting furor, in May 1924 Attorney General Harlan
Fiske Stone initiated a massive housecleaning of the Bureau, nam-
ing J. Edgar Hoover to replace the discredited Bureau director
William J. Burns. At the same time, Stone announced a series of
restrictions on Bureau investigative activities, including the banning
of wiretapping and the confining of future investigations to the
prosecution of federal law violators. “A secret police,” Stone then
warned, “may become a menace to free government. . . because it
carries with it the possibility of abuses of power which are not
always quickly apprehended or understood.” Stone assured the
public and Congress that the recently disclosed abuses would not
recur, for the reconstituted Bureau “is not concerned with political
or other opinions of individuals. It is concerned only with their

conduct and then only such conduct as is forbidden by the laws of

the United States.” .

At the time of his appointment, Hoover was keenly aware of
the tenuous nature of his position. He knew that revelations of
Bureau abuses might result in his dismissal and provoke calls for
the Bureau’s termination. The newly appointed acting director

(Hoover’s probationary appointment ended in December 1924 when "

Stone made the appointment permanent) publicly affirmed his intent
to limit the Bureau’s activities to federal statutory violations. At the
same time, he initiated a public relations campaign to refurbish the
image of Bureau agents as honest, efficient, God-fearing profession-
als. Despite his initial success in dispelling concerns, Hoover
remained fully aware that his stewardship would be closely moni-
tored and that his continued tenure would depend on his ability to
keep tight rein on the conduct of Bureau agents and officials.
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Hoover’s most predictable course of action would seem to have
been to honor Stone’s ban against Bureau surveillance of personal
and political activities. Instead, Hoover directed his agents to
continue such monitoring—but subject to his approval if he conclud-
ed that such investigations could be conducted without danger of
discovery. Cannily, the director required that Bureau officials obtain
his written approval before conducting any sensitive investigation,
and then report, also in writing, what they discovered and how they
secured the information. These oversight requirements demanded
written records and thus posed a potentially serious political prob-
lem. Theoretically, Bureau records were subject to congressional
subpoena, court-ordered discovery motion, and requests from Jus-
tice Department officials (notably the attorney general) and the
White House. Hoover surmounted this records problem, first, by
specifying that certain records were to be filed in his own office
and, second, by outlining how sensitive information was to be
reported. From the time of his appointment as director, Hoover, as
he himself described it, maintained “in the office of [his administra-
tive assistant Helen] Gandy a confidential file in which are kept
various and sundry items believed inadvisable to be included in the
general files of the Bureau.” At the same time, Hoover refined
a reporting procedure called “personal and confidential” letters,
which he had inherited from his predecessor. These had been
designed to call important communications to the director’s atten-
tion. Hoover specified that “personal and confidential” letters were
to be used only when “there is some matter that you [heads of FBI
field offices, special agents in charge, or “SACs”] wish to be
brought to my personal attention before correspondence is opened
and indexed in the file room.” In other words, Hoover’s procedure
ensured that these communications would not be serialized in the
Bureau’s central records system.

His own office file and the “personal and confidential” letters
procedure enabled Hoover to circumvent Attorney General Stone’s
ban on the monitoring of radical activities. When forwarding reports
with information about “subversive activities,” SACs were to use
“personal and confidential” letters. In August 1936, however,
President Franklin Roosevelt verbally authorized Hoover to investi-
gate “communistic and fascist™ activities. With presidential authori-
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zation for what had been an ongoing but risky practice, Hoover now
advised SACs that in “ordinary cases it is [no longer] necessary that
these data.[on “subversive activities”] be carried in personal and
confidential files [in the SAC’s office] but may be carried among the
regular pending or closed files of an office.” But Hoover did not
abandon “personal and confidential” letters; he stipulated that
henceforth they be used only “if the communication pertains to
official matters of a highly confidential nature which are deemed of
sufficient importance to be brought to the Director’s personal atten-
tion.” v

Hoover’s secret office files and special submission procedures
permitted the Bureau to collect and maintain noncriminal informa-
tion (such as the monitoring of homosexual activities, which dated
from 1937, and the submission of “obscene or indecent” informa-
tion, which dated from 1925), without fear of discovery. Sensitive
reports (such as those that recorded the FBI's resort to illegal
investigative techniques—break-ins, wiretaps, bugs), because they
-were forwarded to office files and not serialized in the central
records system, enabled FBI officials to affirm truthfully in legal
proceedings that their “central records system” contained no record
of suspected illegal conduct.

“The secret files of J. Edgar Hoover” comprise several different
sets of sensitive records. The most relevant and extant is Hoover’s
Official and Confidential File. Excerpts from that file in this book
offer insights into Hoover’s hidden agenda. His conservative politi-
cal philosophy and judgmental moralism led him to actions in
striking contrast to his public claims of professionalism, political
neutrality, and respect for the law and for rights of privacy. But this
was not the only file that Hoover maintained in his office during his
forty-eight years as FBI director. There were at least five other such
secret files.

First, Hoover was able to disguise his interest in certain files by
returning them to the central records system. He was able to request
the file of a named individual or of an ongoing or closed investiga-
tion, then return it to central records when it no longer interested
him. Returning these unneeded files enabled him to keep his routine
‘office file to a manageable limit and not arouse suspicion that he
maintained it as a secret office file.
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is practice of Hoover’s is documented by a Justice Uownnaoa
R‘MM.H wm the index to his Official and Oosmmuo:na file .5 1972,
before the department incorporated this file into the FBI's central
records system following Hoover's death that May. ..—.ro department
review noted three folders listed in the index to this file that were
apparently missing. A follow-up search confirmed that these folders
had been returned to the FBI's central records &.m.sa but that
Hoover's administrative assistant, Helen Gandy, had simply forgot-
ten to destroy the index cards which mm:o H& created when she
ily placed them in Hoover’s office file. .
Sﬁﬂm_.”_”w _wsoi of at least one instance of the destruction of a
folder “maintained in the Director’s Office.” This mo_%m 8—...8501 a
brief on Harry Dexter White, an accused “subversive,” which
Hoover had ordered his aides to prepare in Z&ﬁBcﬂ. 1953 and then
to update periodically. Preparation of this brief had woo: wa.acﬁmn
by Republican Attorney General Herbert w..o.ssoz s assertion in
November 1953 that former Democratic President Harry .wd.n..wu
had in 1946 appointed White to a mnswaﬁ.mmﬁn.saoa position
despite having received FBI reports about White’s disloyalty. When
Truman challenged Brownell’s remarks, the attorney mosom»_ and
FBI Director Hoover appeared before a Senate mcuoo-.g:noa. to
repeat and document the charge. Hoover’s .o<na€ .vmn-mg uom_oa
infuriated many Southern Democrats. From time to time they B_m.on
Hoover’s support of Brownell as reason to reduce FBI appropna-
tions or end Hoover’s tenure as FBI director. w«. October 1966,
though, the White case had waned as a political issue, 80 m.oo<o_.
authorized destruction of this brief, having concluded that it had
“served its se.” .
mwMMoam. mwsmwwocon 1941 Hoover decided to create “a ooa._a..“uaa
file [to] be maintained [henceforth] in the office of Hm.wm. mmm_m.sa
director Louis] Nichols, under his direction and @82.20? In
authorizing the Nichols File, Hoover &Smm to restrict the contents
of his own office file “to confidential items oﬁ.. a more or less
personal nature of the Director’s and items which I might have
occasion to call from time to time, such as memoranda to the
Department on the Dies Committee, etc.” He 54&«13 to m_.o
Nichols File specific documents “such as 2.520:5_ information
on [name withheld], Communist infiltration into the Department of
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Justice, etc.” At the same time he shifted to the FBI’s National
Defense Division another broad range of documents from his office
file, asking that they “be maintained in an up to date manner and
immediately available to me should I desire the same.” ‘These
documents included “confidential memoranda on undercover and
SIS [Special Intelligence Service*] employees; name, number and

brief biography of confidential informants; list of surveillances
maintained on diplomatic representatives at the sanction of the State
Department, and other similar items.”

Third, after Hoover’s death, Justice Department officials dis-
covered “about a drawer and a half of Bureau files which were kept
in [Hoover’s] office under lock and key.” These were in addition to
the Official and Confidential File. When members of a House
subcommittee inquired why these documents had been kept separate
from other FBI records, Helen Gandy replied “for safekeeping,”
because they “were highly confidential Bureau information.” Be-
cause they are now fully incorporated in the FBI's central records
system, we cannot determine what made these files so sensitive and,
further, why Hoover maintained direct control over them.

Fourth, still another office file was Hoover’s so-called Personal
and Confidential File. Within weeks after Hoover’s death, and
pursuant to his instructions, Helen Gandy destroyed this file and the
index cards identifying its contents. Why would Hoover order the
destruction of his Personal and Confidential File but not his Official
and Confidential File? Documents in the latter file, after all, were
politically explosive. They documented, for example, Hoover’s
interest in derogatory information on prominent Americans (such as
Eleanor Roosevelt and John Kennedy), his willingness to authorize
illegal investigative techniques, and his obsessive efforts to retain
the FBI directorship and to discredit his critics. ,

While a destroyed file cannot be re-created, we can describe the
general character of the Personal and Confidential File. We can also
understand why Hoover wanted to retain the Official and Confiden-
tial File and why he did not want his successor (let alone members
of Congress, Justice Department officials, or the news media) to
have access to the Personal and Confidential File. Memoranda in the
Official and Confidential File indirectly describe the contents of the

*This FBI division was created in September 1940 when President Roosevelt
directed the FBI to collect foreign intelligence information in South America.

Introduction v

destroyed Personal and Confidential File as a repository for even
more sensitive information about prominent political and civic
leaders. When FBI officials, for example, were asked by Hoover to
prepare a summary of information on Senator George McGovern,
they noted that they had reviewed all references to McGovern in the
FBI's central records system and then conducted “a review of the
personal records in the Director’s Office.”

Hoover’s Official and Confidential File includes another memo-
randum which Hoover had written “for personal files,” record-
ing his June 4, 1971, conversation with Attorney General John
Mitchell. At the time, the columnists Rowland Evans and Robert
Novak had somehow secured a copy of a confidential memorandum
which Mitchell had written to Hoover. Denying that the FBI was the
source of the leak, Hoover asserted, “I don’t think I have that kind
of disloyalty in the Bureau.” He then confided to Mitchell how he
safeguarded sensitive communications: “What I have done in view
of leaks to these scavengers [Hoover’s derogatory term for investi-
gative journalists], I have filed many of the memoranda I have sent
back and forth in a Personal and Confidential file in my office and
not in the main Bureau [files] so that the great majority of file clerks
don’t get to them unless it is a case they personally are handling.”

The title of this file, Personal and Confidential, derived from
Hoover’s letters procedure instituted earlier and later refined. Such
letters had originally been incorporated in one office file; at some
point, when Hoover decided to create the Nichols File, he directed
Helen Gandy to create two discrete files in his office with their own
separate indices—an Official and Confidential File and a Personal
and Confidential File.

In October-November 1971, Hoover began to review the contents
of his Personal and Confidential File. He soon transferred eight
folders from it to his Official and Confidential File. These folders
now allow us to understand the kinds of documents that had
originally been filed in the now-destroyed Personal and Confidential
File.

The most revealing of these eight folders is captioned “Black
Bag” Jobs. Memoranda in this folder summarize the procedures
instituted by Hoover in 1942 to ensure that FBI agents could
conduct break-ins, subject to his personal authorization, without risk
of discovery. While the other seven folders are not as politically
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incriminating, they are no less sensitive. They include a folder on
Fred Black, recording Hoover’s 1966 efforts to force then Attorney
General Nicholas Katzenbach to defend the FBI's illegal bugging
of Black, subject of a criminal investigation. Hoover pressed Kat-
zenbach by exploiting the anti-Robert Kennedy biases of President
Lyndon Johnson, Senator Edward Long, and former Republican
Attorney General William Rogers.

In addition to the eight transferred folders, other memoranda
scattered through Hoover’s Official and Confidential File bear a
notation that a copy was filed in the Personal and Confidential File.
Still other memoranda—like the one about the leak to Evans and
Novak—are captioned “for personal files.” That Helen Gandy Emn
some “personal files” memoranda in the Official and Confidential
File suggests that she had the authority to decide which of these two
files to use for specific “personal” memoranda.

The “personal” memoranda and the transferred folders confirm
that Hoover’s criterion for routing memoranda to his Official and
Confidential File was their potential value to his continued tenure as
FBI director. That file was considered less threatening than the
Personal and Confidential File. This is indirectly confirmed by the
timing of Hoover’s decision to transfer the “Black Bag” Jobs moaow.

Originally written in 1966 and 1967, the memoranda in this
folder record Hoover’s authorization of “clearly illegal” activities.
They also document the Do Not File procedure he devised to ensure
the undiscoverable destruction of documents recording FBI break-in
practices. When they were written, these memoranda were poten-
tially explosive, and accordingly they were filed in the Personal and
Confidential File. By 1971, however, they had acquired a different
character: they could document that Hoover had banned break-ins
but had acceded to pressure from the Nixon White House.

When the memoranda were created in 1966 and 1967, Hoover
became concerned that discovery of his authorization since 1942 of
FBI break-ins could effect his forced retirement,* and thus wrote on
the bottom of a 1966 memorandum describing ongoing FBI break-in

i t age of seventy in Jan 1965 and
u“,ao”ﬁ“ Wdoﬁ“”__.ﬂ_nw_ Mmﬁoﬂ waoo:az_.u..on”n N«»ES. ._o_w..uoa.m _._%o..w executive
order waiving this requirement. Despite Johnson’s order, Hoover worried that any

disclosure which raised questions about his administration of the Bureau could
result in his involuntary retirement.
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policy his ban against continued “use of this technique.” In a
second memorandum in this folder, dated January 1967, Hoover
expressed displeasure that SACs continued to request his authoriza-
tion to conduct break-ins despite his July 1966 ban. This evidence
Hoover wished to preserve, so he ordered its transfer to the Official
and Confidential File.

In this case, what changed Hoover’s mind was pressure from the
Nixon White House. Because of it, in 1970 Hoover verbally
authorized FBI agents in New York City to conduct break-ins during
an investigation of the radical Weather Underground. Worried by
various efforts to relieve him of the FBI directorship, Hoover
decided to preserve a permanent record of his written order of July
1966 banning future break-ins. At the time, in September-October
1971, White House aides and Attorney Genera! John Mitchell were
pressing President Nixon to request Hoover’s resignation. Hoover
also discovered that FBI Assistant Director William Sullivan, whom
Hoover had dismissed in late September, had (without Hoover’s
knowledge) delivered to the Nixon White House certain sensitive
wiretap records which Hoover had asked Sullivan to maintain. They
documented that the FBI's wiretapping of National Security Council
and White House aides, and four leading Washington reporters, had
been conducted pursuant to a request from the Nixon White House.

Fifth and finally, Hoover authorized another secret office file to be
maintained by his long-time aide and the second most powerful FBI
official, Clyde Tolson. The Tolson File consists of memoranda
which Hoover addressed to Tolson with further attention of specific
FBI assistant directors.

Dating from at least February 1941, Hoover had two “recording
instruments” installed in his office: one was attached to the tele-
phone of his administrative assistant Helen Gandy, and the second to
the telephone room. By taping all incoming calls to his office,
Hoover ensured that a written record could be created of any request
requiring his attention (for example, a 1970 Nixon White House
request for a report listing those members of the Washington press
corps who were homosexuals “and other stuff”’). Hoover’s memos
recording these requests were addressed to Tolson and then to
identified FBI assistant directors. They were to get the desired
information and report through Tolson.






