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ln 1933 a U.S. Marine hero was invited to participate
in a plot to overthrow the U.S. government.

By David Gallagher

lN 1933THE RICHESTBUSINESSMEN in
the United States lvere petrified. Prcsi-
denl Franklin D. Roosevelts tust 100 days
in office had changed the American eco'
nomic system in ways thal few could
havc foresccn, ways thar many leaders of
industry believed were the first steps
roward communism. Some, enthraled by
the German economic tumaround under
Adoll Hitler, hoped for a similarly chans-
matic military leader in the United States.
Some did mon than hope.

A shadowy group of such businessmen
aied to recruit 52-year'old r.etired U.S.
Marine Maj. Gen. Smedley D. Butler as
the fuurehead to lead thcir coup. Although
twice auard.d rhc Med.lofHonorin ihe
course of his military careea after retir-
ing from the Corys in 1931 Butler had
become an outspoken crilic of U.S. mili-
tary interventions amund the globe. This

Smedley D. Bul er gives an antiwar speech in Philadelph a, Pa., on November 9, 1935. Some

thought Butlerwould be idealto head a junla against PrEsident Frankln D. Ro6evelt in 1933.

made him very unpopular with the
public and unlikcly 10 be recorded as a
hero in Amencnn history texts. But that s

exactly what he rumed out to be.
Shorl, thin and wiry weiehing only

about 140 pouDds, Smedley Darlinslon
Butler \!as a hi_qh school dropout lrom a
dcvoul Quaker tamily who joincd thc
Marines s']1en he lvas 1 6, lyine about his
age. Being the son of Congressman
Thomas Butler, who also seNed as chair-
man of 1he Housc Naval Affairs Commit-
tee, secured Butler a commission, bur he
worked hard to stand on his oun merits
and proved to be a fierce soidiex A mav-
erick and an idealist. Butler disliked
"armchair admirals" and "desk wario6,"
as he derisively called them.

In 1900 Buder volunteered to join a
contingent of Mafnes being sent to
China durins rhe Boxer Rebellion. After

a particularly birrcr engagement in norLh-
crn China, Butlc! a lieutenant and four
enlisted men canicd a wounded man 17

miles back to theirunit. During the in!a-
slon ot Vera Cruz, Mexico, in 19 11, Butler
rcceived his fiBt Medal ol Honoi which
he felt he had not eamed. Only afler rc-
fusing it r$,ice and under pressurE fi.om
his supeiols did he rcluctantly agree 10

In 1915 the Unired States sent troops 10

qucll unrtst in Haiti. Burler commanded
a pal1y o1700 Marines and sailors on a
foray inio Haili s jnterior to capturc Forl
Rivi6re. Leading Marines Iiom the l51h
Company through a small opening in the
lons wall, Butler engaecd its Caco rebel
defenders in hand to hand combat,
seized the basrion and eamed his second
Medal ot Honoi

Butler rcmained in l{aili trom 1915 to
1918 to oryanize and oveBee the Haitian
constabulary when the Unjted Srates en-
tercd world war I, he pushed to join the
Amencm Expeditionart, Forces in Fmnce,
but was disappointed 10 be given com-
mand oI Camp Pontanezen, a last dc-
barkalion depot ncar Brest, Fmnce, in
1918. Butler maMsed the camp with his
usual emciency, but after the amistice
\uas signed on November 11,1918, he did
a lot of hard thinking as he $,atched
wounded. maimed and shellshocked sol-
diers pass thrDugh Pontanezen on their
way home. "Gradually it began to dal.n
on me to wonder" he explained, 'whal on
earth these American boys arc doing get
tins wounded and killed and buricd in

In 1929 Butle4 at age 48, became the
youngest major geneml in the U.S. armed
forces, and the youngesr in Marinc Corys
history IIcwasordercd to Ouanrico, Va.,

rvhere he tr:insfomed the mosqujto-in-
feslcd camp inlo a tust-raie military la-
ciliry. He expected to bc named corr
mandanlolthe [4arine Corps, but hc had
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made roo many enemies-a junior
brigadicl gcncral, Ben H. Fuller wis
given thc posi. Thar insult was the last
slrarr On Oclober 1, 1931, one of the
Marir.re Col"s'mo$ highly decorated of-
ficcrs rcsjgncd.

Butler busied himsell on the lecture
circuit, spcaking belore veterans' gi)ups
and others. He often railed againsl Amerj'
can intervcntionism abrcad, especially
when he felt tbe inreNention was meant
1(] assisr American business inlerests. His
strongest and most shocking speech was
published in book form in 193s, under
the titlcwar Is a Rackel:

Wa. is a acket. Il always lus been. It is Dos

sibly dE oldesr, cdily rhe mosi prcfirablc,
sure1y rhe mosl vicious. It is fie only one inter
national in scope.Ir is lhe o!1y one in Nhich
ftc prcfits ar rcckoncd in dollaG and thc

I seNed in all.ommi$ioned ftnks troh
Second I.ieutenanl to Majorceneral. And
du.ine drat pciod, I spent m6t ot my tnn.
bcine a hieh-clas Durle man for Bis
Busine$, Ibr W.I sLreeL and for thc Brnle6.
In shon, I $a a mcketedt a sangst r lo. capi-

hlism. I hclpcd nake Mexico, espe.iallt
Tampico, safe lor American oil interesrs in
1914. I helped make Hani and cuba a decent
place for fte Nalio.al City BaIk bots to @l-
lect .e!ou6 in. I helped in fte mpine ot half
a dozen Central Anencan republics tor the

benents ot wau streer. The Bord oi hcket
€erins is lons. I hclped puity Nicmeua tor
&c inrcmalional bankine house ol B.o(D
BrotheB in 1909 l9l2.I brcuEht liglt10 lhe
Domjnican Republic tor American sugar in
terests in 1916. In China I helped lo see ro n
lhat Slandad Oilwcnt ils $ayunmolesled.

In that inllammatory speech, Butlcr ad-
vocatcd a slrong milit rrr, but only for na
tional delense. The unlike\ warior had
become an even more unlikely opponenl

MIANWHILE, Tt{E l9s0s had seen eco-
nomic hardship on an unprecedented
scale. The stock market collapsc of 1929
and subscqucnt business failures, soup
lines and dlsplaced tamilies called for

Folowing his inauguiation on March 4,
1933, President Fmn.klin Dclano Roosevclt
callcd a special session ol Congrtss, and
declared a "Banl Holiday'-- in cmcryency
four-day closure ofall banks. He lvould
laterpass a series ofla\\rs that b€came lhc
Ncw Dcal. Amcican busincss interesls
fcared what lbey vieNed as dangenous

economic e\xrincnts, and \crc appallcd
by FDRI decision to take the nation off
the gol.t standard. What had slarted as
cmcrgcncy measures 1.l get people rvork'
ing aeain s€t e seen bv some as a mdical
rcdistribution of $ealth, and the fit.sr
sreps rorvard communism.

This was lhe economic and politica.l cli-
mate in the summcr ot 1933. when
Gerald Maccuire, a bond salesman for
Wall Sl1rct bankcr Robcrt Slcrling Clark
and a fomer commandel of the Cou
necticut American Legion, approached
Butler Maccuire wanted Butlerto speak
publ;cly in suppo( of the gold standad,
on the prelense lhat thc bonus lhat was
due \€temns $,ould not be worth as much
il the gold standard \vas not reinslated.

Buller was suspicious ot Maccuire's
motives, and he rcmained silent. In a
scries of meetings, Maccuire then ex-
plained in morc dctail what was really
going to happen. A gmup ot busincssmcn
wanred Butler to deliver an ultinalum to
Rooscvclt. The presidenr would pretend
10 become sick and incapacilated from his
polio, and allow a newly created cabincl
oficer a "secretary of general affain," ro
run thc nation in his absence. If Roose-
veh retused, Butlcr would raise an army
of 500,000 war leteEns afld torce him

Maccuire was ceflain that the plol
could succeed. "You know thc Amcrican
people wjll swallow that," he told Budcr
"we have got the newspapers- We will
starl a campaign that the President!
health is tailing. Evcryone can tcI that by
looking ar him, and the dumb Amcdcan
people wifl fall forjt in asecond."

Wanting to leam who $,as behind the
plot, Butlcr demandcd scssions with
some of the leaderc. In a meeting s,ilh
banker Clark, hc rvas told that money was
no object tlark was wjllins to spend
hallofhis $60 million fo(une to save the
olhcr half. Maccuire also candidly de-
scribed the kind of govemment that the
plotlcrs inknded to create after Roose
velt! removal. "We need a lascist go\ern'
menr in this counlrf," he said, "to savc the
nation from thc communists who $,ant
to tear it doq.n and wrcck all that wc hal€

It should bc nolcd that in 1933 rhe
major crimes of fascism were still n1 thc
tuture. In many circlcs, Bcnilo Mussolini
and AdolfHitlcr rvere regaded as hon-
oBble mcn rvho had slcppcd up 1o save
their respecrive countries ftom economic
disaslcr Busincssmcn of the 1930s had
paflicular reason 1o admirc hoN I:scism
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resolved the issues oi labor unions and
social unrcsl. Sereral pcrlcctly leeal Fas-
cist gmups had alrcady sprung up in the
United Srates. Mant, ot thcm ope.lysup-
poded Hitle. and Mussolini in Europe,
and echocd rheir political and mcist scn-
timenls a1 home. Fear of a worldwide
Jewish conspiracy was not limiled to EuiD-
peai groups the first American branch
ot ihe Nazi paty rvas forrncd in thc Brcrx
in 1922. and the Geman-American Bund
was formed as an ethnic organization
s]npathetic to Hitler's policies.

After his meetings with Maccuire and
Clark, Butler askcd Paul French, a fricnd
and expe enced reporler to verily the
facts of the case. French mei twice wilh
an agent of the conspirators and lvas ablc
to confirm Butleri suspicions. According
to Jules Archert thorough,ly researched
1973 t'ook Tle Plot to Seize the White
soaJe, several well,knour politicians and
businessmen beside Clark and Maccuire
werc implicaied in the plot. They included
Irenee DuPonr, a chemical industrialist;
Gmyson Muphy a diEctor oi Goodvear,
Befilehem Steel and J.P. Morgan bank,
as well as Maccuireis boss al the broker-
agc (and the onginal bankroller of the
American Lesion, fomed after World
War I to "offset radicalism")i William
Doyle, a formcr slate commanderofthe
Amcrican Lesion, John W. Davis, a
former Democratic presidential candi'
date and senior attomey for J.P. Moryan;
Al Smith, a formcr New York eoveinor
and co-director of the American Libedy
Leasue; aDd John J. Raskob, a former
chaiman oI the Democmtic Parly and a
hieh-mnkns DuPonl officcr

INSTEAD Ot HEADING the conspiracli
Butier immcdialely wcnl public- He tes-
tified in Congtess beforc the Mccomack-
Dicl$tein Committee, $hich was already
hearing testimony on othcr Fascisl in-
td-qucs. (This lvould latrbecome the no,
toious House Un-Ame can Aclivitics
Commiltec of thc 1950s.) The committee
held se$et executive headn-ss on No-
vember 20, 1934. Sworn lestimony
showed thal the plotters rcpresented no-
table families-Rockefc er, Mellon, Pew,

Pilcairn, Hutlon and leadjng coryora,
tions. The committee heard rhe rcsii-
mony ofBu cr and French, but netused
to call any of rhe coup plouers for ques-
tioning exccpt Maccuire. Ir fact, the
committee deleted rhe names of the co-
conspimtors lrom ils Iinal reporl.

Wlile omcial attcntion seemed to diliise
the plot, public rEacrion 1o the accusations

\vas nuted. Thc mcdia l\,ould nol pick up
the story Burle! appalled by this 'ivhite
\!ash," N(]nt on naiional radio to dcnouncc
*hat he sarv as a coverup, but with lnde
success. A Ner vo* ?ir?er headlinc rcad,
"Committee Calm Over Butler 'Plo!'-
Has No Evidence to War.ant Calling
Johnson and OrheB Named.Il Declares."
Corespondence betwccn Congl.cssman
Dickstein and Roosevelt, hoNer€r indi-
c^tes that thcy belicved Budert accounl
of the conspiracy and committee mem-
heBuere lrrfrom.alm Di.ksrein.om-
plained directly to the fi,?es and de
manded a rctraction of irs original a cle.

On December 3, 1934,7ine m eazine
mn a siory rhat openly ridiculed Butler,
under rhe headline "Plot withour Plor-
tel}." The retired Marinc gencmlt claims
were either ridiculed or ignored by most
olhcr mainstream news oudets as uell,
even thoush the commiltce had only
issued a preliminary rcporl. The com
miiteet frnal report, however stated that
"ccdain penons made an attempt to es-

tablish a iascist organization in this coun-
try" and that the commitee 'was able to
i,cify all pertinent stalements made by
General Buller."

True to fom, rhe same publications
dlat initialy ndiculed Butler dowrplayed
thc committeet Iinal report. rl?e Na
Yo* n,?es made no mcntion of the plol
in its headline on the repon and buned
Ge 6rst menrion of Butler in the sixth
pamgraph of ihe article.

In addilion to the media\ bias. thcre
rvas no oflicial reaction to the committee's
6ndings. while Maccuire was clearly
suilly of perjury, he was ncver charged.
Nor were any of the othcr conspimtors
chareed with any crime. Some have
argucd that because thc people impli-
cated in the plot were in char-se of somc
of Americat larsest and most profitable
companics, no one, not cven Rooseveli,
lvanted to rock an already shaky cco-

In spilc otlhc hands'otl approach thar
both the go!€mment and the media took
in handling the conspiraloE, their plan for
a coup d'6tat had failed misemblla In rlrD-
spcct, it is clear why. General Butler rvas
rhe luons man for thc job. True, he had
had a tong, distinsuished miliiary career:
veterans loved him, and he could pre-
sumably have orgaDized a grcat number
ol lhcm ovcrnighr. Bur what the plollcls
failed ro see uas thar Butler! stance, oD
any issue, uas bascd on his principles.
when the oppotunily ro stand up for
ihcm camc along, hc didjust thar. mll
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