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From 1941 until his death on 1 July 1954, Hugh Alfred
Butler represented Nebraska in the United States Senate. During
these thirteen years, the greatest share of Butler's efforts were
spent in building and maintaining an effective political machine
within the state itself. Rarely did the senator create any kind of
stir in Washington. Certainly, people outside of Nebraska knew
more about his Senate colleagues George Norris, Kenneth
Wherry, Fred Seaton, and Dwight Griswold than they did about
him. However, one of the few times that Butler did gain the
national spotlight was with his attack on Franklin Roosevelt's
aid policies in Latin America.

Butler journeyed to Central and South America in July and
August 1943 in an effort to embarrass the Roosevelt administra-
tion by shedding light on American expenditures in Latin
America. He asked Henry Wallace for the itinerary of the
latter's recent trip to South America, and told the vice-president
that his only purpose in making the trip was "to better prepare
myself for the problems that will be facing us."' Butler wrote
to Stanley High of the Reader's Digest and asked for the
services of Maurice Mumford, a research consultant for the
Digest in Washington, to help him plan the trip.^ Butler had

1. Butler to Wallace, 3 May 1943, Henry Wallace Papers, Franklin D. Roosevelt
Library, Hyde Park, N.Y.

2. Butler to High, 4 May 1943. Hugh Butler Papers, Nebraska State Historical
Society, Lincoln, Nebr.
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Vice-Président Henry A. Wallace

work"ed with Mumford before; but just how much planning he
had done with Mumford so far as the Latin American trip was
concerned is difficult to determine. Mumford did make the trip
with Butler, and the Reader's Digest became entwined in
Butler's Latin American disclosure.

Although Butler told Wallace that the sole purpose of his
trip was to inform himself, he expressed different views
elsewhere. He told one of his regular correspondents that
"many billions of our money is being spent down there. 1 want
to see what for (with my own eyes). Get the honest reaction of
the natives." He said that he would contact his many friends in
Rotary and not the politicians for his information.-^ To yet
another constituent, Butler indicated that he miglit have some
articles to publish when he returned.

Note my article enclosed. This is the beginner of several I
hope to publish after I have spent next July & August covering
(Via Air) all of So. America. I have decided I have to go down
there to get hold of the threads of truth to follow up back here.
We have government projects and government corporations that
only a VERY few know of.''

Butler wrote to Louis Frazier, editor of the Fillmore (Nebraska)

3. Butler to Donald L. Berry, 24 May 1943, Butler Papers.
4. Butler to W. W. Putney. 24 May 1943, Butler Papers.
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Chronicle, and stated that his trip was not to be a congressional
junket, but that he was paying his own way.

Going to get first hand information on what we are doing down
there. Spending billions of our war money in So. America. 1
suspect its [sic] not all for war. The US Government itself does
most of the business with So. America now, with the Govern-
ment down there on the other end ofthe trade. Only another
step toward socializing everything. ̂
Butler's assertion that he was paying his own way may be

open to question. In a letter written several years after this
incident, he noted that "I recall very well that I sold a car of
steers netting me around $3500.00 at the time. It took all of
this to pay the biil. I was very fortunate, however, because I
later sold the two articles to Reader's Digest for a net of
$5500.00 so I guess I came out a little ahead."^

Butler made his trip by air and spent sixty-three days
traveling. He went from Washington to Mexico City, down
through Central America, and then to each country in South
America, down the west coast and up the east coast. Upon his
return, he launched his attack on the Roosevelt administration.
On 26 November he gave his 176-page report to the Senate. At
the same time in an article in the December issue of the
Reader's Digest entitled "Our Deep Dark Secrets in Latin
America," Butler charged that the government was spending
money needlessly in South America, and that this reckless
extravagance was destroying good relations with the nations of
the hemisphere. "̂

The senator alleged that "thoughtful Latin Americans are as
alarmed at this tspending] as I. . . . The most disturbing fact
about this vast program . . . is that it is necessary to go to Latin
America to find out about it. The size of our spending
operation is no less alarming than the manner of it. The people
of Latin America are proud. They naturally desire to be the
architects of their own future. We, however, treat them like
mendicants; landl seduce them with boondoggles."^

5. Butler to Frazier, 27 June 1943, Butler Papers.
6. Butler to Mr. & Mrs. C. J. Mortensen, 21 Dec. 1951, Butler Papers.
7. Hugh Butler, "Our Deep Dark Secrets in Latin America," Reader's Digest 43

(Dec. 1943): 21-25.
8. Ibid., pp. 21-23.
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Alfred Butler

Butler's charges found more critics than defenders. Time
spoke of the Butler report as "a farrago of wild charges,
ill-tempered shots at Latin American governments as well as his
own, and oldtinie partisan oratory." Butler's report stated that
the United States had spent more than $6 billion in Latin
America. Senator Kenneth McKellar promptly replied that the
actual cost of American projects in Latin America was only
$2.207 billion. Inter-American Coordinator Nelson Rockefeller
produced his own set of figures that showed an amount of only
$600 million.^ Vice-President Wallace also reacted strongly to
the Butler charges saying, "I feel compelled to express my deep

9. "Butler's MiUions," Time 42 (6 Dec. 1943): 16.
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Senator Joseph Guffey

regret to our Latin American allies in the war for the shocking
slur which has been made against them.""*

One of the most devastating attacks on the Butler report
was made by Senator Joseph F. Guffey, Democrat from
Pennsylvania, in a Senate speech delivered on 7 December 1943.
Guffey charged that the Digest had humiliated Butler and that
Butler should demand a full and complete investigation of "all
the circumstances under which he was befooled and befuddled
into making his simple-hearted honesty of purpose into a tool
and toy of a power-crazed publisher who . . . is willing to
torpedo the solidarity of the western hemisphere and besmirch
the leaders of the western republics if thereby he can contribute
to the defeat of President Roosevelt's magnificent administra-
tion in the forthcoming national elections."" Guffey noted the
involvement of Mumford and the use of Stanley High of the
Reader's Digest in the writing of Butler's article. He denounced

10. Omaha World-Herald, 30 Nov. 1943.
11. U.S., Congress, Senate, Congressional Record, 78th Cong., 1st sess., 7 Dee.

1943,89, pt. 8: 10343.
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the Digest for what he called its willingness to use Senator
Butler for its own purposes, and charged that in OTder to arrive
at the $6 billion figure, they "include the operating cost of
running the Panama Canal, our annual purchases of sugar from
Cuba, and the military payrolls of our armed forces stationed in
various parts of Latin America."*^

The New Republic leveled several blasts at Butler's report.
On 6 December the magazine suggested that Butler was a
perfect example of the theory "that politics is the only
profession for which we do not believe that any previous
preparation is necessary." The magazine questioned Butler's
facts and concluded that "Butler's statements raise the question
of how far you can stretch political irresponsibility during
wartime."'3 In another article in the same magazine, Hubert
Herring, an eminent authority on Latin America, suggested that
"Mr. Butler. . . seems an angry little man without much
historical perspective." Herring attacked the Butler reports in
general and also pointed to specific errors. He noted Butler's
listing of our $57 million expenditure in Puerto Rico as a part
of the overall "boondoggle" and asked, "Has not Hugh Butler
heard about the annexation of Puerto Rico?" Herring also
questioned the inclusion of $298 million expended for mainte-
nance of the Panama Canal. He suggested that no one would
question that there was waste involved in the expenditures, but
indicated that all war expenses were wasteful. Herring also
attacked Butler's criticism of expenditures for cultural projects
and projects to improve health and sanitation. He concluded
that "the Senator undoubtedly thought to serve his country and
his party. He has done harm to both."''*

Butler's reports were defended by those who agreed that
there was a need to reduce such expenditures. The Orïiaha
World-Herald, attacking Vice-President Wallace's remark, sug-
gested that Butler's charges were serious, and called for an
investigation by the Senate.'^ Mark Shaw, publisher of the
Greater Nebraskan, wrote Congressman Karl Stefan, urging him

12. Press release of Senator Joseph F. Guffey, 7 Dec. 1943, Franklin D.
Roosevelt Papers, Franklin D. Roosevelt Library.

13. "A Spendthrift Good Neighbor?" New Republic 109 (6 Dec. 1943): 798-99.
14. "Senator Butler and Latin America," ibid. (20 Dec. 1943): 872-74.
15. Omaha World-Herald, 30 Nov. 1943.
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to press his demand for an investigation of Butler's charges and
said, "Hugh Butler is sound and conservative and his charges can
be backed up, otherwise he would not have made them."^^

Butler responded to his critics by making another Senate
speech on 20 January 1944, accompanied by the simultaneous
publication of his second article in the February issue of the
Reader's Digest. The article, entitled "They Are Still Deep,
Dark Secrets," reiterated his support of the Good Neighbor
Policy, but restated his belief that the administration's programs
were harmful to relations with Latin America; that Latin
Americans resented insincere hand-outs; and that Americans
resented the secrecy that shrouded many aspects of the
program, i*̂  On the floor of the Senate, Butler repeated his
charge that the administration had spent nearly $6 billion and
proudly displayed a certified copy of the expenditures for Latin
American projects. He stated that he had employed the
accounting firm of James A. Councilor and Company to correct
his mathematical formulations. The result was a certified list of
expenditures totaling $5,733,953,534 for the years 1942
through 1944. Butler admitted that the sum was not $6 billion
as he had originally claimed, but suggested that the figures
showed him to be 95.5 percent correct. Butler clearly stated his
opposition to spending American dollars to support nonmilitary
projects.

I insist. . . that any nonmilitary project, any nonwar
enterprise, any undertaking directly concerned with defense,
which any Latin American nation is able to handle for itself, but
which we do instead, deserves to be put into the "boondoggle"
classification. It may, like the building of hospitals, be a good
idea: like the building of sewage systems, it may be a
commendable idea; like the construction of roads, it may be a
useful idea. But whenever these things are done and largely paid
for by us when they could be done and largely paid for by these
prospering nations, t h e n , . . . the idea, insofar as it involves the
United States Treasury, is unnecessary and unsound.'**
Butler attacked Senator McKellar and other spokesmen for

16. Shaw to Stefan, 27 Nov. 1943, Karl Stelan Papers, Nebraska State Historical
Society.

17. Hugh Butler, "They are Still Deep, Dark Secrets," Reader's Digest 44 (Feb.
1944); 107-11! .

18. U.S., Congress, Senate, Congressional Record, 78th Cong., 2d sess., 20 Jan.
1944, 90, pt. 1: 447.
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the administration by stating that "I have, now, a better
understanding than I ever had before of just what sort of
deviousness and deceptions anyone runs afoul of who tries to
get the truth about what is happening in our Latin American
operations." He suggested that anyone who questioned the
administration's policy was smeared with the charge of being
anti-Good Neighbor. He remarked that "the principle of the
good neighbor policy is above partisan dispute. It is agreed to
by both parties. It . . . is not a political issue." In response to a
question submitted from the floor by Senator McKellar. Butler
replied that he believed that he was making a positive
contribution to the Good Neighbor Policy.

I think I am making a contribution to the genuine
good-neighbor policy. I have just completed a trip through the
20 Latin American Countries. I have visited them. I know most
of their rulers personally through a short meeting. I have talked
with business interests, Americans, and representatives of the
native countries. 1 have talked with representatives and members
of our own embassies. I am confident that I am making a
contribution to the good neighborliness between our country
and the 20 Latin-American countries. '^

Butler ended his lengthy report by inserting his audited and
certified reports on American expenditures and commitments in
Latin America. He concluded with the warning: "The time is
upon us to put an end to deception, and to face the facts. What
will it avail us if when democracy has won in the Old World we
discover that it has lost in the new?'*-''

In spite of Butler's belief that his second report would
silence his critics, many soon replied in kind. The New Republic
promptly attacked his efforts, suggesting that "ail they I the
accountantsl have certified is that two and two makes four: in
other words, that a lot of statistics which they do not
authenticate and did not compile, add up to a given sum."^'
The Washington Post also questioned Butler's sources, saying
that all that the accounting firm had certified was that "the
amounts shown are correct according to the source infor-
mation."^^ The Lineoln Star bluntly accused Butler of "doing

19. Ibid., p. 449.
20. Ibid., p. 450.
21. "Dewey and His ?3sXy" New Republic 110(31 Jan. 1944): 147.
22. Washington Post, 22 Jan. 1944.
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more to stir up ill-feeling among the masses of millions of
peopie directly to the south, than any other single indi-
vidual."23

More conservative journals praised Butler's efforts. The
Chicago Tribune stated that Senator Guffey had "brought a
hornet's nest down upon his ears . . . when he tried to defend
the Roosevelt administration against the charges of Senator
Butler." The Tribune also noted that Butler had branded the
accusation as " 'absolutely untrue' " and "later said he paid his
own way and never knew anyone on the magazine [Reader's
Digest! until after his return."^4

Gerald L. K. Smith's The Cross and the Flag, an outspoken
right-wing publication, also praised Butler. "The appearance of
men like Butler on the scene gives us some hope for America.
Of course, the international milkman and Communist boot-
licker. Henry Wallace who recently visited South America as a
personal representative of Santa Claus, is very much insulted at
Butler's remarks.''^^ Likewise, anti-New Deal Republicans
indicated their pleasure with the Butler reports. Governor John
Bricker of Ohio called Butler's work "a magnificent service in
exposing vast nonwar spending in Central and South
America."2i» Robert Van Pelt, one of Butler's close political
advisors in Nebraska, reported that Senator Kenneth Wherry
told him "that it was the most stunning blow the new deal had
received in two years."^'^

Butler believed that his crusade was successful. In response
to a letter from Robert Van Pelt, a letter in which Van Pelt had
urged Butler to clarify his report in order to ward off his critics,
Butler stated that the New Dealers seemed to be ready to stop
their attacks on him. He told Van Pelt that he had further
ammunition if needed, but "I may say there has been a new
program arranged within the State Dept. so I can't escape the
feeling that my charges have borne fruit."2« Butler also felt
that he was performing a real service for the American people

23. Lincoln {Nehi.) Star, 24 Jan. 1944.
24. Chicago Tribune, 3 Feb. 1944.
25. The Cross and the Hag, Dec. 1943, p. 316.
26. Omaha World-Herald, 13 May 1944.
27. Van Pelt to Butler, 13 May 1944, Butler Papers.
28. Butler to Van Pelt, 28 Jan. 1944, Butler Papers.
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and that "evidently, a good many thousand others think the
same as I do, judging from the mail that keeps pouring in."^«
To another correspondent Butler reported that he had "received
an avalanche of letters, and I believe that less than one per cent
have been unfavorable."^*^

Butler insisted that he was a believer in the Good Neighbor
Policy, but argued that "when we vote to discontinue certain
programs like WPA, NYA, SSA, and CCC here at home . . . 1
think it is logical to stop such expenditures abroad. We kept the
friendship of all of our neighbors to the South during the first
World War and we could have done it this time without the
wasteful expenditures of money that has gone on through
nearly every one of those twenty Republics."-"

Bryce Wood stated in The Making of the Good Neighbor
Poliey, the most extensive secondary treatment of this incident,
that although Butler's attack "was a sensational one . . . it does
not appear to have had any great influence on the public in
general or on responsible opinion in either the Democratic or
Republican party." Wood suggested that the importance of
Butler's allegations was more "in the attention given it by the
Department of State and especially in the nature of the reaction
in the Latin American press." He concluded that although not
all of the Latin American press was hostile to Butler's views,
most expressed the opinion that Butler spoke for only a small
minority in the United States. He noted that both Secretary
Cordell Hull and the Department of State issued statements
refuting Butler's reports, with Secretary Hull branding Butler's
charges as "unfair" and full of "inaccuracies. . . falla-
cies . . . and misstatements." Wood disclaimed any intent of
speculating about Butler's motives, but concluded that he failed
if he had intended to breed suspicion and distrust among the
Latin American republics, or if his purpose was to create a
political issue for the 1944 presidential election. "The principal
outcome of the affair was that it provided the occasion for the
firmest and most spontaneous expression of Latin American

29. Butler to George A. Roberts, 29 Jan. 1944, Butler Papers.
30. Butler to Thomas Creigh, 8 Dec. 1943, Buüer Papers.
31. Butler to J. Murray Hill, 20 Dec. 1943, Butler Papers.
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confidence in the policy of the United States in the recent
history of inter-American relations."^^

Butler was aware of the political implications of his reports.
In a letter to Harrison E. Spangler, the chairman of the
Republican National Committee, he stated that "I still think my
reports on affairs in Latin America are good for five to ten
million votes next November. . . . Letters come in daily from
practically every state in the union commending me for bringing
that situation to light." He concluded by saying that he felt the
reason for the administration's efforts to discredit his reports
was because his disclosure "interfered with their plans for
suggesting that a law be passed making the same program
effective in every other country of the world."^^ Paul M.
Hawkins, one of Butler's Washington advisers, reported that
Stanley Johnston of the Chicago Tribune told him that the
report was a major reason for the defeat of Vice-President
Wallace at the Chicago Democratic National Convention.^^ It
was even suggested by Marr McGaffin of the Omaha World-
Herald's Washington Bureau that the plans for the South
American trip "grew out of his [Butler's] ambition last spring
to be a candidate for vice president." McGaffin told James E.
Lawrence of the Lincoln Star that Butler had been quite serious
about becoming the Republican vice-presidential nominee, and
that he had felt that "if he could become the only republican
with any claim to ever having set foot in S.[outhl A.[merica] it
might boost his chances."^^

There are probably several reasons why Butler attempted to
discredit aid programs to Latin America during this period.
First, he was a firm believer in fiscal conservatism and found
such aid programs too costly. He remained consistent in this
attitude throughout his entire political career. In later years, he
voted against nearly all programs of foreign aid; for example,
UNRRA, the Greek Loan program, and the Marshall Plan. After
this matter had cooled off, Butler continued his investigation

32. Bryce Wood, The Making of the Good Neighbor Policy (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1961). pp. 316-26.

33. Butler to Spangler, 1 Apr. 1944, Butler Papers.
34. Hawkins to Butler, 27 July 1944, Butler Papers.
35. MeGaffin to Lawrence, n.d., James K. Lawrence Papers, Nebraska State

Historical Society.
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into governmental boondoggles. One notable result of this work
was his joint authorship, with Senator Harry F. Byrd, of the
Government Corporations Control Act of 1945. Second, he was
capable of strong partisanship. Any disclosure that would build
up the Republican party or weaken the Democratic party could
be justified in his mind. Third, the evidence cieariy indicated
that he was, indeed, interested in a Bricker-Butler ticket for the
Republicans in the presidential race of 1944, and seems to have
believed that he must appear more knowledgeable about foreign
matters. Senator Butler's allegation that the federal government
was trying "to seduce them I Latin Americans] with boon-
doggles" appears, in retrospect, to have been part of an effort to
embarrass the Roosevelt administration, to gain broader per-
sonal recognition, and to continue his fight for fiscal conserva-
tism.
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