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The Sinews of War: McCarthyism Crosses
the Atlantic

MATTHEW GERTH*
Holy Spirit University of Kaslik (USEK)

At the height of the US Red Scare, Joseph McCarthy directed his attacks towards the United
Kingdom. Tapping into deep-seated Anglophobia in the American collective psyche,
McCarthy infused it with his own brand of anti-communism. He declared a personal war on the
United Kingdom seeking to disrupt Anglo-American relations. McCarthy’s “paranoid style”
and anti-British sentiment manifested from a longer tradition of Midwestern resentment.
Although the British government regarded his efforts as a significant threat to the “special
relationship”, it refused to directly denounce or engage with the Wisconsin senator. This paper
examines this little-known episode of the McCarthy era.

Introduction

There is a distrust of Britain which has changed since the war from the fear that we are too strong
and clever for the Americans to the fear that we are no longer strong enough to do any good in the
world. This is an extreme statement of the position, but extreme statements are not unusual in the
United States […]. There are those who wish the great enterprise of Anglo-American relations to
fail. (Paul Gore-Booth, Director of British Information Services in the United States)1

Will Sir Winston Churchill be summoned before the McCarthy committee to explain his past
associations with communists? McCarthy and his antics are not joking matters. He is lashing out
in all directions. He has selected new victims beyond the frontiers of the United States. (Michael
Foot, Labour Party MP and founding member for the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament)2

Though considered an American domestic phenomenon, the charges and allegations
of Joseph McCarthy and his confederates were not levelled solely against United States
(US) federal bureaucrats and Democratic Party politicians. In 1953, McCarthy,
alongside other Midwestern Republicans, set his sights towards the Old World,
specifically targeting Westminster and the British government. Even by the standards of
McCarthy’s previous hyperbolic statements, the rhetoric used was highly charged and
contentious. He accused the Churchill government of failing to support the Western
alliance and trading with the enemy, and held it responsible for the loss of American
lives on the battlefield. In due course, the Senator also attacked Clement Attlee, the

*I am grateful and indebted to Paul Corthorn and Richard Toye for the insightful comments and the
constructive feedback which they provided during the early stages of this article. Also I would like to
thank the two anonymous reviewers for their helpful assitance.
1 Gore-Booth, Analysis of correspondence in The Times on Britain and the United States, 22 May
1953, FO 371/103518, The National Archives at Kew (henceforth TNA).
2 Quoted in The Daily Herald, 27 November 1953, p. 6.
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leader of the Opposition after the 1951 election, describing the former prime minister
(PM) as un-American, and a communist sympathiser. In essence, McCarthy declared
war on the British political establishment and sought to wreck the “special
relationship”.

In the field of historical anti-communism, no topic has been as extensively
researched as the political career of Joseph McCarthy. The historiography is substantial
and continually expanding. Little hyperbole is required in labelling it a career that
launched a thousand monographs, journal articles, and dissertation submissions.
Despite a mountain of published literature on McCarthy’s anti-communist activities,
one particular incident is rarely explored. In the various examinations of McCarthy, his
attacks on the United Kingdom (UK) in 1953 have received little attention. While
academics have focussed on McCarthy’s effect on Anglo-American relations, their
research has centred almost exclusively on the generally negative reaction to the
phenomenon of McCarthyism in Britain and how it damaged American credibility
across the Atlantic. Conversely, the harm McCarthy inflicted by stoking domestic anti-
British sentiment, his motives for attacking the United Kingdom, and the British
response to these attacks are subjects that have been left virtually unexplored.3

The episode is significant for two main reasons. First, it sheds light on the political and
cultural factors that drove McCarthy’s ideological mindset besides anti-communism. His
dogged vilification of the United Kingdom affirms the lingering existence of both an
Anglophobic spirit and what has been described as an isolationistic sentimentality, which
refused to lay dormant in the post-war era.4 McCarthy arose from a long political
tradition centred geographically in the Midwest and ideologically on the right wing of the
Republican Party. It promoted the forging of an American national identity devoid of its
British origins; it thrived on regional resentment, conspiratorial notions, and distrust of
internationalism and the ruling establishment.5 Bolstering this partisan movement were
large numbers of first- and second-generation immigrants whose ethnic, religious, and
cultural make-ups predisposed them to willingly accepting and promoting this anti-
British worldview.6 While a number of scholars have argued that Anglophobia ceased to
be a driving political factor inside the United States shortly after the Second World War,
it might be more proper to consider McCarthy’s 1953 assault on the United Kingdom as
its last hurrah on the national level.7

3 Giora Goodman, “The British Government and the Challenge of McCarthyism in the Early Cold War,”
Journal of Cold War Studies, Vol 12, 1 (Winter 2010), pp. 62–97; Jussi M. Hanhimaki, “‘The Number
One Reason’: McCarthy, Eisenhower and the Decline of American Prestige in Britain, 1952–54,” in
Twentieth-Century Anglo-American Relations, ed., Jonathan Hollowell (London: Palgrave, 2001).
4 Isolationism and the label “isolationist” are often too simplistic and reductive when referring to
American domestic sentiment regarding foreign affairs. The terms “non-interventionists” and
“unilateralists” are more accurate when describing McCarthy and others who arose from the same
Midwestern political tradition. See Brooke L. Blower, “From Isolationism to Neutrality: A New
Framework for Understanding American Political Culture, 1919–1941,” Diplomatic History, Vol 38,
2 (April 2014), pp. 345–76.
5 Randall Bennett Woods, A Changing of the Guard: Anglo-American Relations, 1941–1946 (Chapel
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1990), p. 209.
6 See Edward Shils, The Torment of Secrecy: The Background and Consequences of American
Security Policies (London: W. Heinemann, 1956), chap 4, sect II “Xenophobia”.
7 John E. Moser, Twisting the Lion’s Tail: Anglophobia in the United States, 1921–48 (London:
Palgrave 1999), p. 188. Moser argued: “By 1948, then, Anglophobia, a salient feature of American
political life since the founding of the republic, had passed into the pages of history”. See also Peter
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Conversely, McCarthy’s attack on the United Kingdom epitomises the one-sided
transference of institutional pressure on the direction of the domestic response to the
perceived communist threat between the two Atlantic nations. Establishing a precedent
in the earliest days of the Cold War period, the US government via various means
influenced the directional machinations in British society vis-à-vis reaction to the Red
Menace. Through the allocation of financial aid such as the Marshall Plan, intelligence
sharing between agencies (particularly the FBI and MI5), recommendation of security
protocols, and the introduction of positive vetting, the United States imposed its
standards on the British state.8 The American influence on British security apparatus
during the early Cold War is difficult to dispute; however, the conventional narrative
argues that the British did not fall sway to the “witch-hunting” excesses of their
American cousins. Writing on anti-communism repression in the United States, in his
aptly entitled book The Great Fear, David Caute argued that “American liberalism”
during the period “failed to sustain the authentically liberal values and standards of
tolerance that persisted in Britain”.9 While Caute’s supposition is questionable — anti-
communism state repression did occur in both countries — it raises the query that if the
British level of tolerance and defence of liberal values persisted, as it faltered across the
Atlantic, did the United Kingdom attempt to influence the United States in maintaining
these cherished traditions? Contemporaneous to America impelling the British to enact
harsher domestic measures towards internal communist elements, did the UK
government seek to influence its US counterpart to moderate its own anti-Red
excesses? McCarthy’s 1953 involvement in foreign affairs suggests a negative answer
to this query. When Churchill and his government had the most to gain from pushing
back against McCarthy and transferring the level-headedness that, as Caute argued,
supposedly thrived in the United Kingdom during the US Red Scare, they chose to
remain utterly silent.

American Anglophobia and McCarthy’s Motives

The antagonism between Joseph McCarthy and the British state arose from deep-seated
Anglophobia that did not fully abate through the trials of two world wars and the
emergence of a cold one. Despite the United States allying with the United Kingdom
and fostering the “special relationship”, the post-war attitudes held by a segment of
Americans remained critical and wary of all things British. For this subset, “twisting
the lion’s tail” never fell out of fashion. McCarthy arose from a cultural background
and political tradition that held little regard for Britain. Born to an Irish mother and an
Irish/German-American father, McCarthy — unlike the perceived white, Anglo-Saxon
Protestant (WASP) elite occupying the halls of Washington — held no hereditary ties
to the United Kingdom. Elected to the Senate as a republican from the Midwest, his
politics were in line with the nativist and jingoist wing of the grand old party (GOP),
which dominated the region known as the Old Right. A strong anti-British undercurrent

Clarke, The Last Thousand Days of the British Empire: The Demise of a Superpower, 1944–47
(London: Penguin, 2008), p. 487. Clarke wrote that the “last gasp of [American] isolationism and
kneejerk Anglophobia” might be judged as the domestic criticisms centring around the 1945 Potsdam
Conference.
8 For detailed accounts of American influence on British domestic anti-communist polices, see Peter
Hennessy, The Secret State: Whitehall and the Cold War (London: Allen Lane, 2002); Richard J.
Aldrich, The Hidden Hand: Britain, America, and Cold War Secret Intelligence (New York: Overlook
Press, 2002).
9 David Caute, The Great Fear: The Anti-Communist Purge Under Truman and Eisenhower (London:
Secker & Warburg, 1978), p. 20.
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ran through the Republican Party almost since its inception. This sentiment first arose
from Anglo-American disputes originating during the American Civil War, most
notably the diplomatic fracas known as the Trent Affair and lingering financial claims
over the CSS Alabama. While these were soon settled, another key and more lasting
component of this Anglophobia lingered on. It came in turn from the protectionist trade
policies promoted by the party. Shortly after the American Civil War and into the
twentieth century, a number of republican politicians promoted the idea that free trade
was a British-led conspiracy to destroy American industries and to place the former
colonies under the heel of their European masters once again.10 Alongside a distrust of
unrestricted trade, this element also was hostile to the notion of foreign entanglements.
Its adherents were quick to label any form of international cooperation or moves
towards world unity as covert attempts to bolster and protect British interests. Such
protectionist and unilateralist notions held sway in some republican quarters until the
1950s, most notably in the Midwest. There, it was bolstered by ethnic and religious
groups that had long been suspicious of British power, namely German-Americans and
Irish Catholics.11 No one flaunted this demographic’s Anglophobic beliefs quite as
much as the republican mayor of Chicago, William “Big Bill” Thompson. In l927,
while stumping for another term, Big Bill, a proud Irish Catholic, ignored his
democratic opponent and campaigned solely on an anti-British platform, which
included threatening to punch King George V in the “snoot”, promising to burn all pro-
British books housed in the city’s public library, and pledging to keep “our boys” from
fighting in any future European wars.12

Prior to the bombing of Pearl Harbour, the Old Right sought to deny funds for
Britain’s war effort and pursued keeping America “armed but neutral”. Though the
arrival of Cold War tensions softened some of these Midwestern republicans from their
anti-British attitudes, not all were swayed.13 North Dakota Senator William Langer, a
son of German immigrants, labelled “England” the “enemy of people” and called for
another “revolutionary war to regain our independence from Great Britain” in late
1945.14 Accentuating the point is a 1946 interview in The New York Times with Robert
McCormick, editor and publisher of The Chicago Tribune and the state chairperson of
the GOP in Illinois. A multimillionaire and intransigent patriot, McCormick likewise
fancied himself a kingmaker and powerbroker. He utilised his wealth and considerable
influence to combat the republican “Eastern establishment” — whose members did the
bidding of “international bankers” seeking to “perpetuate British imperialism” — and
“the party of the Russian-loving communists”, also known as the Democratic Party. In
his office, McCormick told The New York Times reporter of his destiny to save America
from “the twin evils of Russian communism and British imperialism”. Expounding on
the differences between Midwestern values and those promoted by the Eastern

10 See Marc-William Palen, The Conspiracy of Free Trade: The Anglo-American Struggle Over
Empire and Economic Globalisation, 1846–1896 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016);
Edward Crapol, America for Americans: Economic Nationalism and Anglophobia in the Late
Nineteenth Century (London: Greenwood Press, 1973).
11 Richard Hofstader, The Paranoid Style in American Politics and Other Essays (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 1964), p. 97.
12 See Dennis Thompson, “The Private Wars of Chicago’s Big Bill Thompson,” The Journal of
Library History, Vol 15, 2 (Summer 1980), pp. 253–7.
13 Richard F. Grimmett, “Who Were the Senate Isolationists?” Pacific Historical Review, Vol 42, 4
(November 1973), pp. 479–80.
14 Moser, Twisting the Lion’s Tail, p. 185.
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establishment, McCormick reasoned: “Out there the people think they have got to be
for Russia or they got to be for England. Here, we are for America first, last and all the
time”. He labelled the sitting Secretary of State a “junior clerk for the British Foreign
Office” (FO) and stated that the Magna Carta had no impact regarding the forming of
the US Constitution. Cutting the interview short, McCormick apologised to his
interviewer, stating that someone was waiting to seek his advice. McCormick’s next
appointment was a rising republican who had only recently secured his party’s senate
nomination in a neighbouring state. As The New York Times reporter left, he crossed
paths with a little-known Wisconsin politician named Joe McCarthy.15

A 1950 congressional debate over foreign aid to the United Kingdom further showed
that numerous American politicians actively opposed the concept of a “special
relationship” between the two nations. That March, in a symbolic gesture, the House of
Representatives voted to stop the British government from receiving Marshall Plan
funding until it ended the partition of Ireland.16 Introduced to the cheers of the
audience and several members of Congress, the amendment received a large amount of
bipartisan support. Through later rescinded, the vote supporting the amendment made
headline news from Dublin to Belfast, radio programmes were interrupted to announce
the vote’s results in Ireland.17 In an attempt to reconcile national security with the
withdrawing of support from a close international ally, the supporters of
the amendment claimed the proposed anti-British policy would bring Ireland into the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) alliance and allow American armed forces
access to military bases throughout the whole of �Eire. Pennsylvania Representative
Harry Davenport rhetorically asked, “[i]s it not true the Americans of Irish descent as
well as the people of Irish descent all over the world constitute a great bulwark against
the spread of communism everywhere?”18 McCarthy never publicly weighed in on the
Irish partition debate. However, his earlier sentiments on British society mirrored those
of his now benefactor and stalwart defender Robert McCormick. McCarthy showed
constant disdain towards Anglo-Saxon culture in American politics. In his earlier
tirades against Truman’s Secretary of State Dean Acheson, he often mentioned
Acheson’s “phoney British accent”, branded him “Russian as to heart, British as to
manner”, and argued that “his primary loyalty in international affairs seems to run to
the British Labour Party”.19 In 1953, McCarthy mixed this entrenched Midwestern
Anglophobia with his personal brand of anti-communism to fight, as The Daily Herald
dubbed it, his own “private war against Great Britain”.20

Trading with the Enemy — McCarthy Unleashed

The chief catalyst in McCarthy and his congressional cohorts coming into conflict with
the British government was the ongoing debate over the two nations’ divided positions
on international affairs. These included differences on how to end the Korean War and
on the future of negotiations with the Soviet Union. Though the Churchill government
and Eisenhower administration had tangible differences on these issues, the equation
was widened by the inclusion of McCarthy. However, the most divisive sticking point,

15 The New York Times, 22 September 1946, p. 50.
16 US Congressional Record, 96th Congress, Vol 96, pt 4 (1950), p. 4348.
17 The New York Times, 31 March 1950, p. 18.
18 US Congressional Record, 96th Congress, Vol 96, pt 4 (1950), p. 4344.
19 See Gary Gerstle, American Crucible: Race and Nation in the Twentieth Century (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2002), pp. 253–7.
20 The Daily Herald, 21 May 1953, p. 1.
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and the primary focus of McCarthy’s attacks, was the United Kingdom’s ongoing trade
with China.

Since the surprise Chinese intervention in the Korean War, the United States applied
pressure on its allies to halt this trade. Nevertheless, its allies, even the United
Kingdom, persisted. For American policy makers and the general public, this caused
both a sense of frustration and puzzlement. They wondered how, with British (and
more importantly American) soldiers fighting and dying against Chinese combatants on
the Korean peninsula, the United Kingdom still insisted on the right to export goods to
China. The simple answer was that not doing so did not serve the United Kingdom’s
political and economic interests. Reporting on his recent travels in America, the right-
wing Lord Barnby warned the FO in early 1953 that “it is no use pretending to the
mothers and brothers and husbands in the USA that they are not at war with
Communist China — they want resolute leadership now, not appeasement”.21

Prior to 1953, London calculated that “it is in our interest to continue to trade with
the communists. We are already restricting exports of strategic goods as far as we can.
To go further would damage our own economic and defensive strength”.22 In addition
to the economic necessity for continuing these exports, a strategic factor also existed.
Due to Western restrictions, between 1951 and 1953, Hong Kong’s exports to China
decreased by 70 per cent.23 This localised economic downturn led to a growth of
support for communism in the British enclave. London feared that further reductions,
or worse, a complete embargo, would starve the valuable colony into Chinese
submission. Conversely, the United States shared none of these dilemmas. Republican
Senator Hugh Butler from Nebraska expressed the state of affairs thus:

We are keeping Hong Kong secure for the British interests at the expense of two hundred
thousand American soldiers who are told they must stay in the fight in Korea, but must not secure
themselves against possible annihilation. The British want no war in Asia that would bring
retaliations against Hong Kong, but they welcome sufficient military force in Korea to engage the
Chinese Communists in a manner that further secures Hong Kong and allows a lively British trade
through that city.24

Without such considerations, the United States had no issues in directly linking the
continuation of Western trade with China to the ongoing war in Korea. Though
technically a police action mandated by the United Nations, the United States provided
the bulk of the actual fighting force. As Roger Makins, the British Ambassador in
Washington told London “[i]n American eyes, the Korean operation was a real war”
and China is a “real enemy”. “America inevitability regarded any form of trade with
China as immoral and traitorous”, he warned and “even the most fervent Anglophile”
in the United States was finding themselves “embarrassed and disturbed by our
reluctance to impose a tighter embargo on this trade”.25

In terms of troop commitments and casualty rates, America’s sacrifice to the
continuing fight in Korea extensively dwarfed that of the British Empire. After
hundreds of thousands of trained “volunteers” flooded south into the Korean peninsula,
a vast majority of Americans viewed allied nations exporting goods to China as

21 Lord Barnby, “Notes on U.S.A.,” 25 February 1953, FO 371/103518, TNA.
22 Trade with Eastern Europe, appendix A “Trade with Eastern Europe and China,” 1 January 1952,
CAB 129/49, TNA.
23 The Nottingham Journal, 27 June 1953, p. 4.
24 Quoted in Bernard Lemelin, “Isolationist Voices in the Truman Era: Nebraska Senators Hugh
Butler and Kenneth Wherry,” Great Plains Quarterly, Vol 37, 2 (Spring 2017), pp. 93–4.
25 Makins to Marquis of Salisbury, 10 August 1953, FO 371/103497, TNA.
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effectively aiding the enemy’s war effort. For political and military reasons, neither the
Eisenhower, nor the prior Truman administration, elected to press the British on
ceasing all trade “with the enemy”. Though frustrated by their noncompliance, the
United States feared it would result in larger disagreements over the Korean conflict
and might ultimately facture the “special relationship”.
Within this environment, entered McCarthy. Not content with US allies “trading with

the enemy”, he sought to forge his own foreign policy, independent of the Department
of State (State Department). In March 1953, McCarthy announced that he had secretly
negotiated with independent Greek owners of 242 merchant ships for them to cease all
trade with mainland China, North Korea, and the eastern ports of the Soviet Union.
Questioned on what authority he conducted this type of an agreement, McCarthy
maintained that the decision was strictly “voluntary” by “patriotic” Greek shipowners.26

With little doubt, the Greeks’ decisions were influenced by McCarthy’s sub-committee’s
announced intention to begin hearings on trade with China and other communist areas.
Complying with the wishes of Washington, Greece supported the embargo. However,
many Greek shipowners were encouraged by the British government to fly the Union
Jack on their vessels to subvert the ban. Hence, this move by McCarthy stung the British
economy since the majority of non-communist trade with mainland China was carried
out by British and Greek nationals using surplus American tankers that flew under
British colours. Secretary of State Allen Dulles reacted with outrage to McCarthy’s
plunge into international diplomacy. Privately, he lectured the senator on the
constitutional separation of powers and the “dangers” of congressional committees
entering into the field of foreign relations.27 However, when asked about the matter
during a press conference, Eisenhower stated he was “not the slightest bit unhappy” at
McCarthy or his meddling.28

Though McCarthy’s Greek shipping deal angered the British embassy, it stayed silent
for reasons of diplomacy. Disagreements between the two allies over what constituted
“strategic goods” was hotly debated. Also taken under consideration by the British was
the Mutual Defense Assistance Act — passed by Congress and signed into law by
Harry Truman in 1949. The “Battle Act”, as it was colloquially called, prohibited US
foreign aid to countries trading with the Soviet Union and other communist nations.
The British recognised the Battle Act as “providing the United States with a powerful
instrument of coercion” and feared that “there is likely to be strong congressional
pressure on the administration to us it as such”.29 An FO report to the full Cabinet
stressed the need to take this new US law seriously, assessing that “we risk the total
loss of aid if we do anything contrary to the Battle Act”.30 The contrasting US fear over
the withdrawal of British support regarding Korea kept the issue of trade with China
from boiling to a head and thus challenging the Anglo-American relationship. Buoyed
by mutual self-interest, the allies allowed the issue to simmer. For political and cultural
reasons, McCarthy refused to tolerate this uneasy status quo.

26 The New York Times, 29 March 1953, p. 34.
27 Bryan Ferald, “Joseph McCarthy, Robert Kennedy, and the Greek Shipping Crisis: A Study of
Foreign Policy Rhetoric,” Presidential Studies Quarterly, Vol 24, 1 (1994), p. 98.
28 Public Papers of the President: Dwight D. Eisenhower 1953 (Washington: US Government
Printing Office, 1960), p. 155.
29 “Trade with Eastern Europe,” appendix A Trade with Eastern Europe and China, 1 January 1952,
CAB 129/49, TNA.
30 “Battle Act,” CAB 129/49, TNA.
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In the midst of the ongoing diplomatic row created by McCarthy, former prime
minister and committed anti-communist Clement Attlee fiercely stepped into the
international discussion. On 13 May 1953, during the second day of a House of
Commons foreign affairs debate, Attlee voiced criticisms over the American political
system and McCarthyism. He argued that the “government in America are not really
masters in their own house”. “Let us remember”, Attlee continued:

that Congress is still made up of people who primarily represent the interests of a particular state
in the union. We do find on occasions that there is one policy being run by the Treasury, another
by the State Department, and perhaps another by the Pentagon.31

Moving from the general to the specific, he questioned where final authority rested in
Washington: “One sometimes wonders who is the more powerful, the president or
Senator McCarthy”. In addition to this direct criticism of the US government, Attlee
contended that a segment within it longed to drag the Western alliance into an a
rmageddon-like battle with the East: “There are elements in the United States that do
not want a settlement. It is just as well to face that fact. There are people who want an
all-out war with China and against communism in general”. Trying to lessen the
damage, Attlee prefaced these remarks by claiming that they were not intended to have
an anti-American sentiment. The majority in Washington did not get this impression —
especially the juniors enator from Wisconsin. For McCarthy, this type of combative
rhetoric was the meat that he feasted upon. In the Commons, Attlee’s statement was
favourably received by Churchill and the Conservative Party. Minister of State for
Foreign Affairs Selwyn Lloyd thanked the Opposition leader for his comments. Sans
the criticisms of American politics, the speech’s content supported Churchill’s proposal
the previous day for an Anglo-American conference with the Soviet Union and other
world powers. No opposition came from the government’s benches to Attlee’s critique
of the situation regarding America. This lack of criticism did not go unnoticed in the
halls of the Congress an ocean away. The British embassy reported that Attlee’s speech
“gave the extremists the opportunity they needed” and resulted in “an unusually violent
outburst of criticism of British policy”.32

Two days later, McCarthy rose to give a reciprocal assessment of the state of British
politics. Not surprisingly, he lashed out at Attlee but held almost as much animosity for
Winston Churchill, the Conservative Party, and the entirety of the British government
as he did for the Labour Party leader. He did not hold back:

I was very greatly disturbed to find that the responsible majority in the British House of Commons
[Conservative Party] sat idly by while this discredited and repudiated member of the Socialist
party deliberately insulted the president of the United States and insulted the American people.
Attlee may well have performed the first service for us which he has ever served in his long odious
career, in that he may have unknowingly torn away the sham of all-out British support of
American attempts to defeat communism.33

Eliciting Churchill’s “[w]e shall fight on the beaches” pronouncement of 1940,
McCarthy declared from the floor of the Senate chamber:

I could not help but think of that speech […]. I could not help but think of those words of
Churchill when I read the account of Churchill sitting there and meekly nodding his head as Attlee
made that fantastic speech.34

31 Parliamentary Debates, Vol 515 (Commons), 12 May 1953, cc. 1061–183.
32 Makins to Churchill, 17 May 1955, BT 11/5041, TNA.
33 US Congressional Record, 99st Congress, Vol 99, pt 4 (1950), p. 4909.
34 Ibid., p. 4910.

97McCarthyism Crosses the Atlantic



Later, his comments harkened back to the Conservative Party. McCarthy accused its
members of being complicit in Attlee’s supposed transgressions:

I may say that I can understand such statements coming from Attlee, and I could understand them if
they come from Mao Tse-tung; I could understand them if they came from Moscow; I could
understand them if they came from the communists at Panmunjom […]. I do not think any reasonable
American can understand the attitude of the majority in the British Parliament when they sat idly by
and meekly nodded their heads and apparently approved what comrade Attlee had to say.35

In an attempt to smear him as a communist sympathiser, McCarthy produced
pictures of Attlee giving a salute to the Communist International Brigade in Madrid
during the Spanish Civil War. After finishing describing Attlee’s pre-war “communist
allegiances”, for the third time, he denounced the Conservatives for their failure to
repudiate the leader of the opposition. Turning his focus on the whole of the British
government, McCarthy lambasted as “blackmail” the prospect of the United Kingdom
withdrawing from the Korean War if a negotiated settlement was not reached.
“Withdraw and be damned”, he shouted. Then he proposed firing on British ships
engaged with trade to China: “let us sink every accursed ship carrying materials to the
enemy and resulting in the death of American boys, regardless of what flag those ships
may fly”. He concluded his remarks by declaring that America would be better off
“going it alone” than bending to dishonourable allies such as the British. In a sign of
the power McCarthy’s words wielded after he finished his denunciation of all things
British, the senatorial galleries erupted with heavy applause.36 Not to be outdone,
several of McCarthy’s colleagues echoed his harsh words towards America’s top ally.
William Knowland, a senator from California and future majority leader, accused the
British of wanting “a Far Eastern Munich”. Knowland warned, “[w]e must be prepared
to go it alone”. Senator William Jenner of Indiana called the whole of the United
Kingdom ungrateful and claimed its leaders were demanding the United States to come
to terms with China, “even if we must bypass the Constitution to sell out our
country”.37

The Reaction in Britain and the United States

Rattled by the vicious accusations by McCarthy, Attlee fired off a press release defending
his speech and refuting the claim that he supported communists during the Spanish Civil
War. In the statement he released the next day, Attlee famously mocked McCarthy as a
latecomer to the battle against communism. Decrying McCarthy’s attacks against himself
and his party it read: “The British Labour Party and I myself have been vigorously
opposing the Communist Party in this country ever since its formations — long before
Senator McCarthy was ever heard of”. Coming to the defence of Attlee, and denouncing
his American accuser, were various Labour-leaning newspapers. The Daily Mirror
lambasted the usage of the term “comrade Attlee” by McCarthy as an unjustified
communist smear, pointing out that the American Legion regularly addressed their own
members as such. It stressed that McCarthy’s own name was included in the records of
membership of this veterans’ association.38 Addressing McCarthy’s demand that Britain
apologises, the newspaper replied: “He will get no apology. Britain is not apologising to

35 Ibid., p. 4912.
36 The New York Times, 15 May 1953, p. 1.
37 The New York Times, 17 May 1953, p. E1.
38 The Daily Mirror, 16 May 1953, p. 1.
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him or anybody else in America because there has been plain speaking. We think this was
long overdue”.39 A front-page editorial in the 15 May edition of The Daily Herald read:

Because Mr. Attlee dared in the British Parliament to criticise a minority of American opinion —
and to mention without proper reverence the sacred name of McCarthy himself — the Senator
instantly denounces Attlee as a communist!40

Joining the chorus of those refuting McCarthy were Attlee’s fellow Labourites in the
Commons. On the same day as The Daily Herald article, future Labour Party
chairperson Tom Driberg exclaimed that unlike the United Kingdom, the United States
was no longer free due to the “impertinent abuse of [the] obscene demagogue from
Wisconsin”.41 Tom O’Brien, MP for North West Nottingham and chairperson of the
General Council of the Trade Unions Congress (TUC), remarked that McCarthy’s
“latest outburst against Britain put still another dangerous strain on the hawser of
Anglo-American relations and sabotages those of us who want to improve them”. He
then drew attention to the cultural background of many of the most fervent anti-
communist critics of Britain:

The mischief of the McCarthys, the McCarranes and the McCormicks had done more to divide
the English-speaking people than the Kremlin could hope to do […]. Where are the fighting
O’Briens of the US? […] Where are the descendants of that ancient and noble clan with the
blood of kings in their veins who allow these lesser breeds to poison the bloodstream of
international amity?42

Prior to O’Brien’s comments, other Britons had already identified and struck out at
McCarthy’s followers. Famed English Catholic author Graham Greene chastised his co-
religionists in America for supporting Senator McCarthy, while the newspaper writer
Douglas Hyde argued that Catholics in Europe were more prone to be embarrassed of
his Catholicism than to lend him their support as they willingly did in the United
States.43 Lady Astor, a former MP and Conservative Party icon, after being harshly
rebuked in the US press for a negative comment she made regarding McCarthy,
denounced Irish Americans for “still living on their traditional hatred” and added: “It’s
a pity the British didn’t sink Ireland long ago”.44

Observers anxiously waited to see how Churchill and his government would
respond to McCarthy’s tirade. Evidence suggests that as early as 1951 Churchill
contemplated denouncing McCarthy. That year, McCarthy infamously accused his
wartime friend and colleague, Secretary of State George Marshall, of treasonous
incompetence. A Democratic senator from Virginia wrote to Churchill urging him
to issue a public statement defending Marshall. Though Churchill confirmed his
friendship with Marshall and called the charge “monstrous”, he refused to comment
on McCarthy’s attack.45 Circumstances were quite different, though, two years later.
During his 14 May 1953 speech, McCarthy not only slandered Attlee but under the
protection of senatorial immunity, personally attacked and demanded formal
apologies from the prime minister, the ruling Conservative Party, and the nation it

39 The Daily Mirror, 15 May 1953, p. 1.
40 Daily Herald, 15 May 1953, p. 1.
41 Parliamentary Debates, Vol 515 (Commons), 19 May 1953, cc.1870–1.
42 The Nottingham Journal, 24 August 1953, p. 5.
43 Glen Gendzel, “Pride, Wrath, Glee, and Fear: Emotional Responses to Senator Joseph McCarthy in
the Catholic Press, 1950–1954,” American Catholic Studies, Vol 120, 2 (Summer 2009), p. 44.
44 Yorkshire Evening Post, 21 April 1953, p. 1.
45 Churchill to Robertson, 20 June 1951, Cambridge University, CHUR 2/116, Churchill Archives.
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governed. Unlike Attlee, Churchill did not immediately release a statement
regarding the international uproar — though evidence exists that he contemplated
one.46 Instead, on 19 May, he announced that due to “misunderstandings” caused
by summaries of parliamentary debates,

[a]rrangements will be made in future to ensure that the verbatim text of important speeches on
foreign affairs by the PM or the leader of the opposition are cabled immediately after they are
delivered to the British embassy in Washington.47

No official (or unofficial) condemnation of McCarthy’s remarks came from either the
government benches in the Commons, Whitehall, nor the lips or pen of the man
occupying 10 Downing Street. FO Under-Secretary of State Antony Nutting offered the
only ancillary governmental reference to McCarthy’s attacks during parliamentary
questions one day prior to Churchill’s announcement. Speaking on behalf of the
Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs Selwyn Lloyd, Nutting stated that apropos to
the trade with China controversy, “consultations” between the United States and United
Kingdom over what constituted the “definition of strategic goods” were still ongoing.48
Neither Churchill nor Nutting’s reactions were the rebuke of McCarthyism — now
directed at the United Kingdom — that many Americans and Britons measured as
sufficient.
Two days later, Labour MPs attempted to force a reply from Prime Minister

Churchill in the House of Commons. While in the midst of answering a question on
whether he intended to invite Eisenhower to London for personal talks to heal Anglo-
American relations, shouts from the Opposition backbenches of “McCarthy”
interrupted Churchill. “I think it is a mistake, if I may say so as I am interrupted”, he
contented, “to mix up the head of the great American republic with a politician or a
member of congress in that country”. He then added a verbal jab towards not
McCarthy, but Attlee: “I think separation should be observed in view of entirely
different character of the offices held by the parties concerned”. This referred back to
Attlee’s earlier pondering of who wielded more power, McCarthy or Eisenhower.
Returning to the original question, Churchill said that he saw no need for a face-to-face
meeting with the American president, adding that between the two countries, “relations
are as intimate and as friendly as they have been”. However, he did concede that
“difficulties” caused by “quite reasonable differences of opinion” needed settling
between the two nations, but due to the friendly existing relations these were not a
significant concern.49

On the same day as Churchill refused to condemn McCarthy — or even utter his
name — 3600 miles away in Washington, a young counsel hired by McCarthy gave
damning testimony regarding the United Kingdom to a senate subcommittee. Robert
Kennedy reported that in the past year, two British-owned ships had been used to
transport communist troops alongside the coast of Asia, and in the previous three and
half months, over one hundred vessels flying the Union Jack engaged with trade with

46 Cabinet conclusions, 27 May 1953, CAB 128/26/34, TNA; Churchill asked the FO to supply a
note “to remind him about the desertion by the Republican Party in America of President Wilson’s
adherence to the League of Nations”. The request makes clear the PM’s thoughts were on isolationist
Republicans and suggests that he sought to parallel McCarthy to disruptive isolationists of the 1920s.
Browne to Ford, 31 May 1953, FO 371/103528, TNA.
47 Parliamentary Debates, Vol 515 (Commons), 19 May 1953, cc. 1870–1.
48 Parliamentary Debates, Vol 515 (Commons), 18 May 1953, cc. 1667–8.
49 Parliamentary Debates, Vol 515 (Commons), 20 May 1953, cc. 2070–2.
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mainland China. Commenting on his aide’s disclosure, McCarthy blasted the British:
“It seems just unbelievable […] that a nation would have ships owned by its nationals
transporting the troops to kill its own soldiers”.50 Reporting on Kennedy’s investigation
appeared on the front pages of British and American newspapers alongside stories of
Churchill’s assurance that no rift existed between the two nations. In the battle of the
conflicting headlines, few put much credence in the prime minister’s sanguine denial of
an Atlantic rift. A day later, the State Department “volunteered the suggestion” to
British representatives in Washington that the British government make an
“authoritative declaration” denying the charges. The Americans claimed that such a
statement would “effectively take the wind out of McCarthy’s sails”. Roger Makins
supported this recommendation wholeheartedly, since “an unequivocal denial might
weaken McCarthy’s interest in delivering a further attack of this kind on us”.51 Makins
urged that the response be swift to halt the diminishing prestige of Britain on his side
of the Atlantic. On 24 May, Churchill requested from Lloyd “the real facts as known to
HMG (Her Majesty’s Government)” on McCarthy’s allegations.52 Three days later,
Lloyd wrote to Makins that Churchill was still considering how to handle the matter,
since he did not wish “to be drawn into a debate with McCarthy point by point”.53
Those waiting for a swift and biting retort to such inflammatory allegations from the
master wordsmith Churchill were disappointed. The governmental response was neither
quick nor delivered by the prime minister.

If relying on Eisenhower and his administration to eliminate the McCarthyite
threat to the Anglo-American relationship in the meantime, Churchill woefully
misjudged the president and the American political climate.54 McCarthy, nearing
his apogee, had a sizeable majority of the US public agreeing with his stance on the
Chinese trade issue. A June 1953 State Department poll showed that 83 per cent of
Americans interviewed disapproved of the United States or its allies trading with
communist China. Further, 56 per cent believed that the United States should insist
that the allies halt all such trade, even if it involved non-strategic materials.55

Though Churchill denounced Attlee for questioning where ultimate power lay in
Washington, on 18 May, even Eisenhower seemed a bit uncertain. In a “personal
and confidential letter” to close friend Henry Bullis, the president pronounced his
impotence or unwillingness in dealing with Senator McCarthy’s intercession into
foreign affairs:

With respect to McCarthy, I continue to believe that the President of the United States cannot
afford to name names in opposing procedures, practices and methods in our government. This
applies with special force when the individual concerned enjoys the immunity of a United States
Senator […] I consider that the wisest course of action is to continue to pursue a steady positive
policy in foreign relations […] and in all other areas where McCarthy seems to take such a specific
and personal interest.56
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52 Churchill to Lloyd, 24 May 1953, PREM 11/778, TNA.
53 Lloyd to Makins, 27 May 1953, PREM 11/778, TNA.
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The document does not stand as a testament to one of the former general’s finer
moments. Its only partially redeeming sentiment consisted of promising his old friend
that he retained the right to deal with McCarthy if “I shall ever change my mind”.
Complicating the situation for both Eisenhower and Churchill was sharp disagreements

between the departments of State and Defense on the trade issue. The Department of
Defense believed that any trade with China was harming the Korean military situation.
The Department of State believed that allied countries shipping non-strategic materials
should be condoned if they were a “net advantage” to the allied cause, meaning that they
were economically advantageous to the exporting country. These incongruent views from
competing departments exemplified Attlee’s controversial remarks. Seeking to exploit
these policy differences, McCarthy pressed Eisenhower to explicitly state the official
stance of the US government with regard to Britain’s ongoing trade with “Red China”. In
late May 1953, his committee drafted a letter to the president requesting a clarification of
the official policy. Eisenhower did not wish to formally respond to this due to his
unwillingness to upset Churchill or, conversely, to appear weak in front of the true-
believing anti-communists within his own party. Privately, the president’s opinion on the
trade issue was in agreement with the British government, or at least that is the impression
he conveyed to Lord Brabazon and a number of GOP Members of Congress at a quaint
White House dinner. Eisenhower remarked to the Conservative politician and gathered
Republicans that “there was a great deal of misunderstanding in the country” about the
complexities of East–West trade, stemming from “a tremendous problem of education and
explanation in the United States”. “We all know”, Eisenhower conceded in confidence,
“that it might on occasion be to the national advantage to trade with the enemy”.57 Adding
to the dilemma of the McCarthy committee’s appeal were Department of State memos
received by National Security Advisor Robert Cutler. These reports claimed that the basis
for the letter “concerning British ships used in trade with China […] seemed to be false
reports”.58 The Department of State regarded the “correction information” on the subject
as classified. Hence, the White House could not contact news agencies and have them
amend their stories about the forthcoming McCarthy letter. Thankfully for the
administration, Vice President Richard Nixon, by personally appealing to McCarthy, got
him to formally withdraw the letter.59 However, McCarthy’s withdrawal of the letter in no
way signalled an abatement to his attacks on the British government over the Chinese
trading dispute.
In the House of Commons, additional questions directed at government ministers

about UK-Chinese trade ensured McCarthy’s charges further publicity. Unlike
Eisenhower — who dodged explaining his administration’s official policy thanks to the
withdrawal of the McCarthy letter — the Churchill government was finally required to
give a response to the charges made weeks prior. On 17 June, it again fell to junior
minister Anthony Nutting to answer officially. When a Conservative MP asked him to
give a statement in “respect of the detailed charges made” by Kennedy and promoted
by McCarthy “about British ships carrying Chinese troops and strategic materials to
China”, Nutting acknowledged that it was the policy of the British government “to
develop trade with the countries of the Soviet bloc and with China”. He took the
opportunity to deny all charges that any British ships ferried communist soldiers up or

57 Record of conversation with Eisenhower held on 7 August 1953 by Lord Brabazon. Signed by
Roger Makins, 11 August 1953, FO 371/103497, TNA.
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Minnich Series, Box 1, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Archive.
59 Ibid.
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down the Chinese coast. Correcting the story that Eisenhower’s aides were prohibited
from doing, Nutter explained that the two ships in question were registered in Panama
and were not subject to British authority.60 The following day, spurred by a question
from the Labour benches, President of the Board of Trade Peter Thorneycroft admitted
that Conservative Party policy was to develop trade with “Peking”. However, he
explained that such trade did not involve supplying China with strategic goods and that
no official talks with the Chinese government regarding increased trade were
forthcoming.61 On 11 June, a member of Churchill’s party eventually came forward to
confront McCarthy. Conservative MP Peter Baker disclosed at a press conference that
he wrote to McCarthy, inviting him to “see democracy at work or shut up about
Britain”. The letter called for the American to substantiate his claim that Attlee was a
communist sympathiser. Though Churchill read Baker’s letter, he refused to comment
on it.62 Unmoved by Baker’s challenge, McCarthy made no plans to take up the
invitation, though the next month he did announce an intended trip to Ireland — his
ancestral homeland and hotbed of anti-British sentiment.

In late June, McCarthy took his condemnations against the United Kingdom to the
airwaves. During a radio and television broadcast, Senator McCarthy debated his case
with British expatriate journalist Paul Scott Rankine. McCarthy maintained that if only
the Churchill government prohibited all British trade with China it would devastate
the Chinese economy. “If you did that”, McCarthy lectured, “you would be performing
a much greater service than you are performing by the limited number of soldiers you
have in Korea”. Scott Rankine questioned McCarthy about why he singled out only
Britain for trading with China when numerous countries allied to America continued to
do so. McCarthy refused to answer the question.63 Alongside grabbing headlines and
causing diplomatic disarray, McCarthy’s campaign against the British resulted in
tangible successes. In early June, the Department of Commerce announced moves to
prohibit any foreign ship or aeroplane importing goods to China from refuelling in the
United States or it any of it territories. The British Chamber of Trade charged that due
to the senator’s influence, the US government had begun harassing British merchant
ships. Its annual report for 1953 argued that McCarthy’s “repeated and hysterical
denunciations” of UK trading practices had directly led to “ill-defined restrictions on
[British] ships trading with Far Eastern Communist ports”. Merchant vessels flying the
Union Jack were routinely shadowed by the US Navy and boarded for inspection by
armed guards while in American ports. The Chamber of Trade called these aggressive
acts by “a friendly power” during peacetime almost too incredible to believe.64 To the
discomfort of the British government, these allegations proved embarrassingly true.
When pressed, Anthony Eden admitted in the Commons that the shadowing of British
vessels between American ports had occurred frequently. However, he was assured,
after several protestations from the embassy in Washington, that the Americans had
halted the practice. Eden conceded that within US waters “supervisory measures
have been applied to British merchant vessels” but failed to recount that these
included armed inspections.65 There was no mention that such had occurred twice
with the same cargo steamer, Saint Bernard, in two different US ports in December

60 Parliamentary Debates, Vol 516 (Commons), 17 June 1953, cc. 957–8.
61 Parliamentary Debates, Vol 516 (Commons), 18 June 1953, cc. 1152–5.
62 The New York Times, 11 June 1953, p. 11.
63 The New York Times, 19 July 1953, p. 1.
64 United Kingdom Chamber of Shipping Annual Report 1953–54, FO 371/109148, TNA.
65 Parliamentary Debates, Vol 524 (Commons), 1 March 1954, c. 812.

103McCarthyism Crosses the Atlantic



1953.66 After his remarks, a Labour MP pressed for assurances that the government
had responded less submissively to these aggressive acts than the American armed
forces had done “to the allegations and attacks of Senator McCarthy”, which had
caused the matter to erupt in the first place. Eden dismissed the notion, stating that
it was “quite clear” that Britain had been “fairly treated” by America during the
entire affair.
Not satisfied with the Greek shipping deal and the tighter commerce restrictions,

McCarthy took to the senate floor, proposing on 29 July an amendment to the Mutual
Security Act that would deduct every dollar’s worth of goods a nation shipped to China
from their American foreign aid. He claimed that the British were providing the
“sinews of war” to the enemy and making a healthy profit:

[S]eparate and apart from the immorality of such traffic, separate and apart from England’s dealing
in blood money, if we merely look at this matter coldly from the standpoint of foreign trade, what
we are doing is allowing England to capture the very valuable markets of Red China […] to the
great disadvantage of American businessmen.67

Though the amendment failed to pass, McCarthy pushed for more punitive measures
against the United Kingdom during the following months. His attacks increased and
were so frequent that newspapers commented on how they had lost their effectiveness
but not their venom. The Birmingham Daily Gazette stated in August that “McCarthy
has attacked Britain in terms which are so violent that, if we were not already familiar
with his particular brand of irresponsible abuse, serious damage might be done to
Anglo-American relations”.68 In November 1953, in a nationwide television and radio
broadcast, Senator McCarthy argued for a withdrawal of all American aid unless the
British government introduced a full embargo against China.69 Speaking directly to the
American public, he stated: “Britain used that money from your pay for the shipments
of [the] sinews of war to Red China”.70 The longing for someone to fight was evident
in Britain the day after his November speech:

There is a danger that when mud is thrown at Britain with the violence used by McCarthy […]
some of it will stick. McCarthy’s outbursts, therefore, are too serious and reach too great an
audience to be accepted in dignified silence.71

By early 1954, McCarthy, still as anti-British as ever, nevertheless turned his attacks
towards a new “threat” supporting international communism: the US Army. Due to the
increasing media attention to his upcoming investigation of the Army, the senator had
little time to continue his international assault on Britain. There is no evidence that he
stopped because such attacks were not resonating well in the United States. A January
1954 Gallup survey rating showed that Americans supported McCarthy by a margin of
50-29 per cent — his highest poll difference to date. If the American public found his
comments about Attlee, Churchill, and the UK distasteful, they did not hold it
against him.
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Conclusion

It came as no surprise to the British government that such attacks were fronted by a man
with the social and political make-up of Joseph McCarthy. Observers reported to the FO
that when criticisms of their country were uttered it was often in a “rasping Middle
Western accent” and “a substantial part of the hard core of anti-British and domestically
pro-McCarthy feeling [was] composed of Catholics”.72 To those in Whitehall dealing
with the matter, both his Irish Catholic heritage and status as an “Old” Midwesterner
explained Senator McCarthy’s anti-British outbursts of 1953. Nor did it shock the
mandarins in Whitehall that McCarthy’s weapon of choice amounted to attacks on
international trade. Anglophobes stirring fear of British economic policies seeking to
ruin American lives was a practice dating back to the mid-nineteenth century. The
economic nationalists — those most vocally opposed to UK–China trade — came from
the same political linage that earlier preached the gospel of free trade being an insidious
British conspiracy against the growing power of US industrial might. Though
“Perfidious Albion” had since abandoned free trade through embracing the
protectionism of imperial preference, its trading policies were still a catalyst for rebuke
by this same faction. In 1945, a Republican Member of Congress from Ohio denounced
the policy of imperial preference as “economic warfare”, which America needed to fight
just as it did against the Barbary pirates.73

With the dawning of the Cold War, the Old Right not only regarded British interests
as a threat but now also Red infiltrators in government circles. In 1946, Illinois
Congressperson Noah Mason vowed to hunt down communist subversives inside the
domestic free trade lobbies and their “fellow travellers” who were aiding them in
the State Department.74 Conversely, fears of highly placed communists in the ruling
establishment provided the perfect vehicle for long-excluded and put-upon ethnic and
religious groups in demonstrating their patriotism. No doubt, Irish Catholics
and German-Americans, who for decades were labelled unpatriotic and unwanted
aliens by the WASP ruling elite, garnered great satisfaction in pointing condemnatory
fingers at their once untouchable accusers. With their increased status and power, they
also took more forceful swipes at what they regarded as their ancestral nemesis: the
British Empire.

To the dismay of faithful servants of that empire, the right-wing populism of the
Midwest exploded coast to coast in 1950 thanks to the attention-seeking and media
savvy junior Senator from Wisconsin and his “witch-hunt” for Reds in the State
Department. McCarthy’s choice to first investigate that specific institution must have
greatly dismayed these same servants, since it stood as a potential harbinger of future
targets. It was common knowledge on both sides of the Atlantic that Midwesterners,
like McCarthy, considered no part of the federal government reeked more of quasi-
English snobbery and held stronger British sympathies than the body tasked to manage
the nation’s foreign relations.75 The warning flag rippled to the top of the mast in 1952
when the British embassy in Washington informed London that McCarthy had “moved
from the lunatic fringe into the position of a national force with which even General
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Eisenhower had reluctantly to reckon”.76 In January 1953, mere months prior to
McCarthy’s outbursts over East–West trade, the head of the British Information Service
in America cautioned:

In the past we have actively given publicity in this country either to the strength of anti-communist
feeling in the UK or the extent of our activities at home and overseas to combat communism […].
It has been in the Republican ranks that we have found some of our severest critics. The critics
now have great power of good and evil over our fortunes, if they continue to believe we are not so
anti-communist as we really are, or that we are soft towards communism we shall suffer.77

The political establishment in London was cognisant of the reality that “Red-baiting”
politicians in the United States — given the right motive and opportunity — would
turn their wary gazes towards the United Kingdom. Such a motive appeared when
McCarthy merged rabid anti-communism with the Anglophobic attitudes held by
himself and his core supporters. The economic and strategic necessity of continued UK
trade with communist China created the opportunity. McCarthy manifested these
trepidations into reality. His political and cultural background tailored him perfectly for
the job.
Unlike McCarthy’s motives, which can be seen as part of a longer historical trend,

the reasoning behind the British government’s refusal to denounce or engage with the
senator is less clear cut, and open for analysis and interpretation. One explanation can
be ruled out: it was not that the British believed the episode only a minor annoyance or
of little consequence. While the fracas McCarthy created is rarely mentioned in works
that centre on Anglo-American relations, it was a worrisome and serious matter to
those dealing with the situation as it unfolded. Ambassador Makins called the
“widespread and bitter” criticisms of British trade with communist China “more
dangerous for Anglo-American relations than any single subject since the default on
the World War I debts”.78 He stressed that “political extremists” and “professional
Anglophobes” in America had “greatly distorted the popular view of the British role in
world affairs” and their “allegations will almost certainly linger in the public mind”.
The “sinister figure” McCarthy and others had “sedulously fostered” a “dangerous
drift” between to the two countries since their charges against Britain had “fallen on
willing ears”; they had “undoubtedly done considerable damage”.79 The attacks existed
as “a ghost that will haunt American relations with Britain for some time to come”.80
The threat that McCarthy posed to British interests was real. This brings into question
the lack of rejoinder from Churchill and his government in confronting Senator
McCarthy.
The embassy reported back to London the “most disturbing aspect of McCarthyism

has been the unwillingness, for a long period, on the part of anyone of real influence
[…] to take open issue with the Senator”.81 Alongside appeals in the British press,
noted earlier, voices in the FO called for a more forceful response to his attacks “since
more damage has been done in Anglo-American relations by polite silences or
understatements”; it is best to “stick to our guns” and state “loud and clear” the British
case. Despite such petitions from the embassy in Washington and inside the FO,
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nothing could be issued formally without the express permission of the prime minister.
For motivations that he never revealed, Churchill remained uncharacteristically silent
on McCarthy. As one biographer noted, typically, Churchill was never slow “to accuse
his American critics themselves of un-American behaviour”.82 In 1947, he denounced
the far left-leaning former Vice President Henry Wallace for meeting with British
“crypto-communists” and personally interceded to set the record straight when Senator
Langer claimed that Churchill, during the Spanish-American War, “took up arms for
Spain and fought against the United States and did all he could to defeat us”.83

Other than combating personal attacks by McCarthy, Churchill had another pressing
reason for denouncing that particular American’s form of political gamesmanship.
Before regaining the premiership, Churchill proposed opening up negotiations with the
Soviet Union to ease Cold War tensions between the East and West and to negotiate a
Korean peace settlement. Labour ministers claimed a return of the conservatives to
power threatened world peace and made a third world war virtually unavoidable.
Countering this charge, Churchill publicly promoted his conference proposal and
projected himself as a peacemaker. Back at the helm of government, he sought to
deliver on these promises. In November 1951, he called for “a supreme effort to bridge
the gulf between the two worlds”.84 One key requirement for a “big four conference” to
take place was convincing the Americans to take part. The Red Scare, now personified
and perpetuated by McCarthy, made it increasingly difficult for Truman and later his
successor Eisenhower to agree to such a meeting.85 If Churchill had aided in
discrediting McCarthy and his Red-hunting brand, it would have benefitted the task of
convincing the US government into forwarding East-West discussions, alongside
easing trade restrictions with the communist world.

However, some other factors superseded Prime Minister Churchill’s reasons for
denouncing McCarthy. Perhaps it was the uncertainly of the US political landscape.
Since reports from over the Atlantic were declaring the “pathological fear of
communism” as the “dominant emotion affecting the American people”, the risk that
McCarthy’s influence and power in his homeland were only to grow stronger caused
Churchill to hesitate.86 Conceivably, he held his tongue out of fear that a denouement
would only bring the senator to double down on his anti-British crusade. In the “midst
of the fear, anger, hatred and self-pity now threatening to engulf the American minds”,
wrote diplomat (and future ambassador to the Soviet Union) Terence Garvey, “no
public action by HMG is likely to influence events in Washington in the right direction,
indeed it is more likely to have exactly the opposite effect”.87 There is a strong
possibility that the uncertainly of American politics kept Churchill from interceding too
far into the debate over McCarthyism, even when the man and the eponym sought to
damage Churchill’s own beloved country. Equally conceivably, Churchill’s silence
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might have indicated a man not wishing to throw too many stones while occupying a
glass house. As McCarthyism raged loudly in America, the British government was
covertly enacting its own form of state repression against its “domestic Reds”.88
As previous academics have pointed out, McCarthy and McCarthyism damaged US

credibility in the eyes of the British and stoked anti-American sentiment throughout the
United Kingdom. But while most Americans saw these as harmful, unfortunate, and
regrettable occurrences, not all did. For some, the permanent fracture of Anglo-
American relations and the ending of the “special relationship” were consummations
devoutly to be wished; thus, hostile British attitudes to the domestic affairs of their
homeland mattered little to them. Their ranks were filled by the unilateralists (not
exactly isolationists), traditional opponents to Anglo-Saxon power, and right-wing
populists. They deemed the best way to defeat communism rested in economic
nationalism, nativist policies, and the reliance on “Fortress America” — not through
international cooperation, free trade, and cosmopolitan unity. Though this mode of
thinking arose from a long political tradition, it had a limited shelf life.89 McCarthy’s
attack on the United Kingdom in 1953 represented the last gasp of a form of American
Anglophobia that dated back to the nineteenth century. McCarthyism represented a
significant threat to Anglo-American relations, which the British government of the
time constituted as grave. Yet despite this assessment, little was done to refute or
combat it. Like superstitious actors terrified to say aloud “Macbeth”, Churchill and the
ruling Conservatives refused to utter the dreaded name of “McCarthy”. Today,
historians and conventional wisdom criticise Eisenhower, his administration, and the
Republican establishment for lacking the fortitude to denounce McCarthy until
the prospective political fallout had minimised. Perhaps such a critique might be
applied to Prime Minister Churchill, his party, and his government.

88 Revisionist academics are recently putting forth a strong and convincing argument that a British
Red scare did indeed take place during the early Cold War. See Jennifer Luff, “Labour
Anticommunism in the United States of America and the United Kingdom, 1920–49,” Journal of
Contemporary History, Vol 53, 1 (2018), pp. 109–133; Keith Ewing, Joan Mahoney, and Andrew
Moretta, MI5, Cold War, and the Rule of Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).
89 See Jennifer Delton, Rethinking the 1950s: How Anticommunism and the Cold War Made America
Liberal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).
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