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Despite its nickname as the “City of Brotherly Love,” Philadelphia saw a disturbing rise

of far-right activism during the 1930s. On the frontlines, women saw their place as defenders of

children, religion, and the American gender hierarchy against the Red Menace. Philadelphia’s

most well-known female, right-wing agitator at this time was Dr. Bessie Burchett. In 1935,

armed with two guns under her skirt and a PhD from the University of Pennsylvania, the high

school Latin teacher would declare the Philadelphia public school system compromised by

Jewish-Communist infiltration, and institute her own local Red Scare. Though the school system

was embarrassed by her, and Philadelphia newspapers mocked her incessantly, Bessie Burchett

was not alone in her crusade. Burchett’s critics dismissed her politics as fringe, hysterical, and

Un-American, but she represented a trend of women’s increasing participation in far right

politics. More importantly, Burchett became a cautionary tale for the conservative movement in

the United States, particularly after the Second World War. While her obvious Nazi sympathies

left few opportunities for vindication following the war, many of her ideas survived in

hibernation through mainstream conservatism. This paper follows the life and career of Bessie

Burchett through newspaper coverage, the police files of Detective Sergeant Jacob H.

Gomborow, and Burchett’s manifesto, Education For Destruction, which outlines her views on

communism in the schools, religion, and pride in one’s race.1

Bessie Rebecca Burchett was born in McMinnville, Oregon on January 5th, 1879 to

George and Rebecca Burchett.2 Her father, George J. Burchett was a prominent Baptist minister,

and was known as an effective administrator while President of the liberal-arts-focused Baptist

College of McMinnville, now Linfield University, from 1878 to 1880.3 The family moved to

3 Linfield Magazine Staff and Marvin Henberg, “Linfield at 150: Linfield’s Faculty Predecessors,” Linfield
Magazine 4, no. 2 (January 1, 2007).

2 1880 United States Census. McMinnville, Yamhill, Oregon. Roll 1084, Page 445B, District 136, “Geo. J.
Burchett.” Ancestry.com.

1Jacob H. Gomborow Papers, Series 1, Box 1, Folder 39, Temple University Libraries, Special Collections
Research Center; Bessie R. Burchett. Education For Destruction, (Philadelphia: Self-Published, 1941).
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Philadelphia sometime around 1894, when George accepted a job as a minister at Frankford

Baptist Church.4 At the time, the Northeastern neighborhoods of Philadelphia were

predominantly white and Protestant, while ethnic enclaves of Jews, Italians, Irish and Poles in

other neighborhoods steadily grew. The Burchett family arrived in Philadelphia at the height of a

massive population growth of the foreign-born, as well as increased African American migration

northward.  From 1870 to 1930, Philadelphia’s population doubled not only from immigration,

but also due to the higher birth rates of foreign-born and first generation American communities.5

In the tradition of her academically-minded family, Burchett spent much of her time

collecting degrees. She spent two years studying at Bucknell University, two years at Temple

University, and by 1913, she had earned a Master of Arts and a PhD in classical literature and

mythology from the University of Pennsylvania.6 After completing her doctoral degree, Burchett

began teaching Latin in Philadelphia public schools. In 1914, ironically, she was a vocal

supporter of a more robust liberal arts curriculum in high schools as a member of the

Philadelphia Society for the Promotion of Liberal Studies. The belief of the organization was that

classics had been pushed aside by sciences and vocational training, but that rather than

antagonize sciences, classics should be taught to support critical thinking and enrich the souls of

students.7 At the start of her teaching career,  Burchett appeared to be rather intellectually

grounded and even compassionate, but the political, social, and economic changes to American

society following World War I coaxed ideological extremes out of hiding.

A particularly anxiety-producing change, especially in urban centers, was the volatile job

market. Prior to World War I, Philadelphia’s highly fractured job market was split along racial

7 “Classicists Unite to Promote More ‘Liberal Studies,’” The Philadelphia Inquirer, March 14, 1914.
6 Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, 125.

5 Philip Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, The Extreme Right in Pennsylvania, 1925-1950 (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 63.

4 “Churches and Congregations,” The Philadelphia Inquirer, March 10, 1894.
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lines. Low-paying manufacturing jobs were primarily divided among the Irish, the Italians, and

the Jews. Many industrial and manufacturing employers refused to hire African Americans until

the onset of the war. World War I changed the makeup and functioning of Philadelphia’s job

market for two reasons: (1) European immigration effectively came to a halt after the passage of

the Immigration Acts; and (2) The Great Migration of Black laborers from the South, beginning

around 1916, supplemented the shortage of workers who left for the war. Philadelphia employers

such as the Pennsylvania Railroad, Westinghouse, and Midvale Steel took advantage of the new

laborer population for production, but also to discourage workers’ solidarity.8 The increased

competition caused tension in working-class, ethnic neighborhoods, as well as the White

northeastern neighborhoods as Philadelphia’s Black population began to move north of Lehigh

Avenue for work.9

Furthermore, World War I and the Russian Revolution intensified a national fear of

subversive activities. The fear of radicalism among the working class, coupled with the fear of

job displacement by Black and Immigrant laborers, created a concentration of far-right

extremism in White neighborhoods. In Frankford, the Ku Klux Klan established a “klavern” at

Comly Street and Cottage Ave. Headquartered just blocks from Rev. Burchett's church, the local

Klansmen likely leveraged Rev. Burchett’s services to recruit community members, as was the

Klan’s strategy nationwide. Despite a general perception as a movement of the uneducated

masses, the Klan deliberately targeted, and appealed to, White, Protestant, middle-class men.10

Though little is known about the origins of Bessie Burchett’s far-right views, her

upbringing in a White, upper-middle class, and well-educated household presumably influenced

10 Philip Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, 77-82.
9 Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, 65.

8 James Wolfinger Philadelphia Divided: Race and Politics in the City of Brotherly Love (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2007), 25.
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her political development. The low-status perception of the Klan particularly important in

discussions about women’s participation in far-right activism. Most influential antiradical

women’s groups of the interwar period, such as the Daughters of the American Revolution,

thought of the Klan as a “low-class phenomenon” to which they need not pay any attention.11

Philadelphia, in particular, was home to a sizable population of upper-crust Republicans,

colloquially known as the “Dress Shirts” because they were the ideological equivalent to the

Silver Shirts, but more expensively dressed. The Dress Shirts referred to the Coughlinite

movement in West Philadelphia, whose ideas closely paralleled those of the Klan, minus the

anti-Catholicism, as an “almost entirely low status public.”12 Though ultimately all spun from the

same racist cloth, the Klan’s ranks were primarily middle-class men, while the Dress Shirts and

Burchett held wealth and influence.

Burchett’s social status primarily stems from her family and her education. Her father

boasted multiple generations lived in the United States, prestige in academia and the Baptist

church, and was well-liked in his community. He held considerable local influence, so Bessie

was imbued with prestige as well. Though she was far from being considered high-society, she

had too much prestige to be considered working-class. Additionally,  Burchett’s multiple degrees

set her apart from the Northeast Philadelphia populace. Between 1870 and 1920, the percentage

of Americans earning college degrees dropped steadily around one percentage point per year.

Higher education only began to diversify and expand around 1920, which made it more

accessible to those of lower socioeconomic status.13 Higher education only became more

affordable seven years after Burchett completed her three degrees.

13 Patricia Albjerg Graham, “Expansion and Exclusion: A History of Women in American Higher
Education,” Signs 3, no. 4 (1978): 760-61.

12 Philip Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, 127.

11 Simon Wendt, “Defenders of Patriotism or Mothers of Fascism? The Daughters of the American
Revolution, Antiradicalism, and Un-Americanism in the Interwar Period,” Journal of American Studies 47,
no. 4 (August 13, 2013), 959.
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At the onset of the Great Depression, Burchett lived comfortably in a West Philadelphia

apartment while teaching at South Philadelphia High School for Girls. Her students were

predominantly children of immigrant parents, especially Italians and Jews. In fact, of the 2

million residents in Philadelphia by 1930, 15 percent were foreign born. 82,000 of those

foreign-born residents spoke Yiddish and 52,000 spoke Italian.14 The textile industry in South

Philadelphia was especially hard hit by the Depression, and left many of the foreign-born living

there unemployed, and fearful of losing their homes. The mill workers were desperate, as nearly

100,000 lost their jobs in the early years of the Depression.15

Without enough employment opportunity, Philadelphia workers were already panicked,

but the rise of Nazi Germany exacerbated White fears of a Jewish immigrant takeover of the job

market. Rumors of Jewish employers firing gentile employees to make room for Jewish refugees

of Nazi persecution ran rampant. Opinion polls conducted in 1938 showed strong opposition to a

loosening of immigration law, and extreme-right leaders such as William Dudley Pelley fueled

fear-mongering around the supposed Jewish threat. Pelley believed and reported to his followers

that there were 12 million “refujews” in the United States already.16 At the height of the Great

Depression, while the country navigated a storm of anxiety and misinformation,  Bessie Burchett

entered the public sphere of extreme right politics.

In May 1936, after Burchett made repeated accusations of communistic teaching against

her colleagues, the Philadelphia Board of Education announced they would investigate the

matter.17 The announcement caused Philadelphia newspapers to take notice of the burgeoning

agitator. Burchett’s views, to a large extent, fell in line with conservative women throughout the

17 “Education Board Votes ‘Red’ Probe At Broome Request,” The Philadelphia Public Ledger, May 7,
1936.

16 Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, 114.
15 Wolfinger, Philadelphia Divided, 28.
14 Philip Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, 63.
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country, who believed that the Social Reconstructionist educators movement was encouraging

subversion in the schools. The Reconstructionists fought for progressive education and wanted to

“eliminate what they saw as an inflexible curriculum that had little relevance in a rapidly

changing world.”18 While conservative women had differing opinions on school curriculum, as

well as on strategies to combat subversion in schools, nearly all agreed that there was corruption

among America’s educators, and those educators would turn the youth against God and country.19

The debate over school curriculum and textbooks was not new, but the 1930s revived discussions

with greater intensity due to the popularity of the Social Reconstructionist movement. The core

of Reconstructionist philosophy stated that social science curriculum, as it stood, did not serve

the common man, and that social sciences should encourage students to think critically about

social and economic issues, with the goal of one day proposing solutions to those problems.

According to George S. Counts, a pioneer of the movement, “the schools had not served ordinary

people, but instead propagated a distinct class system.”20 Progressive education intended to

stimulate students’ imaginations and generate enthusiasm for creating a more just and equitable

society, free of social ills.

Arguably the Reconstructionist conservative women most reviled was Harold O. Rugg.

Rugg was a respected educator at the Teachers College at Columbia University and a colleague

of George S. Counts. He took issue with American textbooks for their nationalist leanings and

their disproportionate focus on positive American history over any of America’s mistakes.

Arguing that students should be given a more nuanced picture of American history, he wrote a

series of social studies textbooks that were adopted by most school districts by 1930. These

20 Erickson, “‘We Want No Teachers…”: 491.

19 Erickson, Christine K. ""We Want No Teachers Who Say There Are Two Sides to Every Question":
Conservative Women and Education in the 1930s." History of Education Quarterly 46, no. 4 (2006): 488.

18 Erickson, “‘We Want No Teachers…”: 490.
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textbooks included the contributions of women and immigrants, treated capitalism with greater

scrutiny, and provided more detail about America’s failure. Between 1929 and 1939, Rugg sold

1.3 million copies to over 4000 school systems, one of which was Philadelphia’s.21

Although the widespread popularity of Rugg’s textbooks was a major victory for the

Reconstructionists, it outraged conservatives. Some opponents even went as far as to encourage

book burnings.22 For Burchett and others, however, it was the teachers themselves that had the

most authoritative position, and they could use that position to instill un-Americanism in their

students, with or without the textbooks. The DAR, for example, declared fervently that they

“want no teachers who say there are two sides to every question…[and] who care more for their

academic freedom of speech than for their country.”23

Among her colleagues, Burchett appeared especially incensed by Ruth Wanger. Wanger

was the principal of South Philadelphia High School for Girls, and a well-known pacifist who

embraced progressive education. Burchett’s 1941 manifesto, Education For Destruction,

mentions Wanger multiple times. Though the book cites multiple occasions in which she felt

ostracized for her beliefs—she claimed she began protesting upon hearing George Counts speak

at a convention—but one incident in 1935 stands out as the final trigger for Burchett’s

subsequent extremism. She alleged that in January 1935, Wanger attempted to indoctrinate the

teachers at South Philadelphia High School for Girls with subversive ideas by having them

answer a questionnaire. Composed by Wanger, the questionnaire intended to gauge the faculty’s

attitudes toward social problems, and would be used to organize a unified teaching philosophy.

The faculty was not obligated to complete the survey, but  Burchett participated nonetheless in

23 M.B. Schnapper. “D.A.R. in the Schoolroom.” The Nation 145 (September 18, 1937): 288 qtd. in
Erickson, “‘We Want No Teachers…”: 494.

22 Erickson, “‘We Want No Teachers…”: 492.
21 Erickson, “‘We Want No Teachers…”: 492.
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what she perceived to be an innocent inquiry, recalling, “I did not imagine before that there was

any intention of enforcing uniformity of thought; I believed that there really was ‘freedom of

speech’ in the school. Therefore, when Miss Wanger ‘started us thinking along social lines’ by

issuing the … questionnaire, I walked eagerly into the trap.”24

Burchett copied this questionnaire and her answers into her book, claiming that its true

intention was to force radical ideas onto the teachers.25 Particularly troubling are her answers

regarding the definition of communism, on which she dedicates an entire chapter, and her answer

for the last question of survey, which asked the respondent to rank various races such as “Jews,

Italians, Anglo-Saxons, Negroes, Russians and Red Indians”. Burchett wrote that the “’correct’

answer,” as far as she knew “was that there is no difference in races in ability. But since I

believed, and still do, that the Anglo-Saxon race is supreme in most respects, I numbered them

first.” Burchett then signed her questionnaire, though it was intended to be anonymous, and

according to her account, Ruth Wanger later told the faculty, several of whom were Jewish and

Italian, that Burchett considered their races inferior. Of course, this made Burchett feel singled

out. “I had no idea of a plot to destroy any teachers whose ‘philosophies’ did not ‘harmonize,’

and, indeed, I meant nothing invidious,” she wrote, “I have always felt that those who are not

Anglo-Saxons ought to be grateful to that race for the ideals of justice and liberty on which our

Government is founded. The present world situation has not altered my opinion.”26

The present world situation at the time of her questionnaire was one of global economic

and political turmoil, but obviously these conditions did not create anti-communism or

right-wing extremism overnight. According to Historian Simon Wendt, there were three

interrelated events that expanded antiradical activism: First was the beginning of World War I,

26 Burchett, Education, 9-10.
25 Burchett. Education, 10.
24 Burchett. Education, 4.
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which spawned an “upsurge in patriotism and related suspicions of subversive ideologies.”

Second, the Russian Revolution of 1917 “deeply disturbed male and female antiradicals alike

because they regarded Bolshevism as a thoroughly alien ideology that jeopardized America’s

institutions and its values.” Third and finally, “Congressional passage of the Nineteenth

Amendment brought a large number of female anti-suffrage activists into the camp of

conservative antiradicals.”27 These events built a foundation for contemporary American

conservatism, but the Great Depression, and the increasing likelihood of the United States

entering another foreign war ultimately popularized far right antiradicalism for both women and

men.

In the 1930s, many Americans favored isolationism for a variety of reasons, but for

conservative women, their interest generally laid in the desire to preserve the traditional family

unit. In 1935, Congress passed the Neutrality Acts to keep the United States out of war in

Europe. One year later, around three thousand Americans volunteered to fight in the Spanish

Civil War against the right-wing insurgency supported by Hitler and Mussolini, but a Gallup poll

taken in 1937, whose sample was disproportionately wealthy, White, and male, claimed that

most Americans were indifferent to events in Spain.28 The reported indifference encouraged

Germany, and emboldened Hitler’s followers in the United States. On the airwaves, Father

Coughlin began to preach virulent antisemitism, and praise Hitler and the Nazi Party.29 Similarly,

famous aviator Charles Lindbergh made excuses for Nazi propaganda, espoused staunch

isolationism, and claimed the American press was controlled solely by Jews. At an America First

29 Lepore, These Truths, 458; 476.

28 Jill Lepore. These Truths: A History of the United States, (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2018),
474-475.

27 Simon Wendt, “Defenders of Patriotism or Mothers of Fascism? The Daughters of the American
Revolution, Antiradicalism, and Un-Americanism in the Interwar Period,” Journal of American Studies 47,
no. 4 (August 13, 2013): 947.
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rally in Des Moines, Iowa, Lindbergh ranted about the evil forces responsible for spreading such

“American propaganda”: “The British, the Jewish and the Roosevelt administration.”30

Burchett’s contemporaries, women of the far right, saw it their civic duty to raise

right-thinking men like Lindbergh to the political forefront, as their primary role was in the home

and caring for children. The school was seen as an extension of the domestic, and therefore the

threat of communism in schools was among the most important focus of conservative women’s

activism. To women like  Burchett, members of the DAR, and other Republican mothers groups,

school was an extension of the home, and therefore it was a mother’s right to have a stake in the

operation of that domain. Additionally, as historian Christine K. Erickson demonstrates, the

“desire to oversee their children’s education” was not just a motherly whim; instead, it “revealed

their heightened interest” in national defense and security.31 Essentially, if Republican mothers

raised patriotic children, the need for national defense would always be supported, and the

population would always readily defend American institutions from subversion, but this goal

could easily be thwarted by subversive teachers. By Burchett’s standards, Ruth Wanger was a

critical threat to raising patriotic children because she was a proponent of Social

Reconstructionism.

Alienated by her colleagues, Burchett’s career started to mirror the career of Elizabeth

Dilling, another female, right-wing agitator, whose lack of affiliation to a group gave her far

more freedom to target groups and individuals. Dilling’s approach to politics was distinct,

vicious, and personal. She worked tirelessly in the sphere of anti-communist activism with the

goal of a long and respected political career. Though her book, The Red Network, which listed

the names of alleged communists in high-ranking positions throughout the country, was largely

31 Erickson. “‘We Want No Teachers…”: 488.
30 Lepore, These Truths, 482.
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inconsequential in terms of its reach, it was an early indication of the McCarthy era.32 Burchett’s

Education for Destruction, in similar style, contains page after page of descriptions of the books

from South Philadelphia High School’s library which she considered subversive and

un-American to serve as an attack on the school, the Philadelphia Board of Education, and .

Burchett took the lone-wolf approach to activism, though her writing implied she worked alone

involuntarily, and she largely considered herself a victim of political correctness. She vilified

Philadelphia teachers for their lack of support for her, and lack of commitment to fighting

communism. In an open letter, written in 1937, to Dr. Robert Wayne Clark, editor of the

Philadelphia Teachers Association’s newsletter,  Burchett denounced the association for

allegedly defaming her in the January edition:

...and the Philadelphia Teachers Association should have come to my
ass[i]st[ance] [I]N THE FIGHT AGAINST COMMUNISM IN THE PUBLIC
SCHOOLS. Instead, they have side[d] [with] those who OPENLY PRAISE
LENIN and who put into the hands of pupils LITERATURE ARGUING FOR
THE SOVIET FORM OF GOVERNMENT. By so acting, the Philadelphia
Teachers Association has done much to ALIENATE from the teachers in the
public schools THE SYMPATHIES OF PATRIOTIC CITIZENS. No good citizen
who reads the NEWSLETTER with open mind[s] can possibly think that teachers
who maintain such a publication are worthy of his [Dr. Clark’s] support.33

Much of  Burchett’s writing repeated this charge: that she was abandoned and alienated

by her fellow teachers and the school board for showing utmost loyalty to the United States. Yet,

while she cried oppression at the hands of her colleagues, she neglected to comment on what

really led to her ostracization: her thinly-veiled antisemitism.

33 Bessie R. Burchett. “An Open Letter to Dr. Robert Wayne Clark, Editor of THE NEWSLETTER, The
Organ of the Philadelphia Teachers Association,” n.d., Jacob H. Gomborow Papers, Series 1, Box 1,
Folder 39, Temple University Libraries, Special Collections Research Center.

32 Christine K. Erickson. “‘I have not had One Fact Disproven’: Elizabeth Dilling’s Crusade Against
Communism in the 1930s,” Journal of American Studies 36, no. 3 (2002): 474.
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The shameless white supremacy that pervades Education for Destruction alone rings

several alarms, especially given the author’s status as a teacher for a majority immigrant

population, but Burchett’s excessively antisemitic perception of communism similarly increased

cause for concern. In the second chapter of her book, Burchett echoed the antisemitic myths

espoused by The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a notorious Russian forgery which claimed the

existence of a plot for Jewish global domination. For many, the Protocols irrefutably linked

communism with Jewish people and brought the term Judeo-Bolshevism to their vocabulary. The

Protocols, although completely fabricated, gained popularity in the United States when Henry

Ford published an English translation of the work in his newspaper, The Dearborn Independent.

In Pennsylvania, the Protocols held influence among high ranking officials. Three years prior to

the Board of Education’s investigations into Philadelphia schools, Pennsylvania Republican

Congressman Louis McFadden made a deeply hostile speech before the House of

Representatives claiming that the Roosevelt administration was being controlled by the

“international money Jews,” and then proceeded to read portions of the Protocols into the

congressional record, citing the work as an instruction manual for destabilizing currency

worldwide.34

Though it is impossible to know whether or not Burchett did in fact read the Protocols, it

is not an irrational assumption that she had. Philadelphia was a major hub of the German

American Bund, whose members were committed to spreading “enlightenment with regard to

New Germany...and above all the carrying out of all tasks and ideas within the Third Reich” in

America.35 In a report finalized in 1941, the FBI linked a Philadelphia publishing house, William

B. Graf and Sons, to advertising for the Bund and likely disseminating their array of literature.

35 Federal Bureau of Investigation. “German American Bund,” November 17, 1941, 25.
34 Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, 118.
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Often written in German, a typical advertisement, like one transcribed in the FBI’s files from The

Annual Trade Guide of New York and Long Island, encouraged loyalty to Adolf Hitler, a

romantic nationalist view of Germandom in America, and steadfastness “in the fight for our great

Welstanschauung (worldview)” and against Jewish Communism.36 Printing pro-Nazi

advertisements in otherwise innocuous publications was a common strategy. Burchett herself

sponsored the distribution of materials through the school system and on college campuses.37

In Education For Destruction, Burchett defined communism not as a political ideology,

but a subversion plot aiming to destroy the United States and replace it with one global Soviet

State. She regarded communism and socialism as one and the same, that is, leading to a global

Soviet state without religion, gender roles, race, and national borders. She believed that

agreement with the Communist platform did not necessarily denote Party membership because,

according to Burchett, the word “Party” was used to designate only an inner group who were

unequivocally devoted to the communist cause. Elaborating on this meaning, she stated:

The "Party" then is a vast secret society whose members are not known
but who are working' for the establishment of communism . It is easily seen that
you may hear a man express views coinciding in every particular with those of the
Communist Party, you may even know that he voted the communist ticket, but
you may not call him a communist, unless you can prove that he belongs to this
secret organization.38

She does not explicitly mention Jewish people, but her definition of communism mirrors

the Protocols’ assertion that the Jews are a shadowy group bent on fomenting division so that

they could seize power. Additionally, her writing demonstrated that her ideas on communism,

religion and race are connected. She viewed the United States as founded for and sacred to White

Christians, and she frequently used the terms “White” and “Christian” interchangeably. She

38 Burchett, Education, 18.
37 Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, 132.
36 FBI, “German American Bund,” 54.
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avoided speaking about Jews publicly, but spoke about the global network of communists

instead. Just like the Protocols, she spoke of the average communist’s mystical quality of

persuasion, and their sole objective to increase division and ignite chaos from within. Because of

communism’s supposed omnipotence, Burchett insists that “it is futile to fight communism, we

must fight communists.”39

Regarding the average communist’s subversion methods, Burchett wrote that communist

propaganda in schools was clearly designed to trick groups with “below average intelligence,”

like “Negroes” and “the foreign born,” who needed to be taught fundamentals of government and

respect for tradition.40 Instead, according to Burchett, such lower-status groups were intentionally

“filled with the idea that government is essentially bad” and “incited by the idea that they must

solve such problems as inequality of wealth,” and that was a deliberate move by the communists

to subvert patriotism.41 Accordingly, Burchett recorded in Education For Destruction a social

studies lesson plan from South Philadelphia High School, in which the mention of substandard

housing in the South was the communists’ “evident effort to incite the Negroes.”42 In other

words, criticizing United States housing policy and treatment of African Americans was false or

exaggerated, and intended to inspire un-Americanism in the students. Ironically, the Philadelphia

police documented that Burchett’s friends in the German American Bund were the city’s primary

inciters.  Members of the Bund often plastered Black neighborhoods with antisemitic literature

from 1937 on. They also harassed Jewish neighborhoods, once in 1937 covering 5th and

Wyoming streets with pro-Nazi pamphlets while residents attended Yom Kippur services.43

43 Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, 154.
42 Burchett, Education, 100.
41 Burchett, Education, 99.
40 Burchett, Education, 99.
39 Burchett, Education, 103.
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Burchett’s time at South Philadelphia High School for Girls ended shortly after her

accusations against her colleagues were publicized. In September of 1936, 114 teachers signed a

communication addressed to the members of the Board of Education in defense of Ruth Wanger

and two other officials.44 By November, the Board of Education was nearing the end of their

investigation, and 100 of the 120 teachers at South Philadelphia High School for Girls petitioned

for Burchett’s resignation. The petition asserted that the School Board investigation wasted time

and resources, interfered with classwork, and stirred dissension among staff members.45 As a

result, she was demoted from her position as Head of the Language Department, and transferred

to West Philadelphia High School in December 1936.46

However, the more Burchett was reprimanded, the more emboldened she became. In

1937, Burchett began to disseminate literature to her colleagues urging “patriotic teachers in the

public schools of Philadelphia” to join the newly founded Anti-Communism Society (ACS), of

which she spent time as a Vice President, if they believed in maintaining high Christian standards

and in protecting the Constitution.47 In her spare time, she also recruited students for paramilitary

training at her farm in Bucks County, northeast of Philadelphia, near the German-American

Bund’s Sellersville country club and training ground, Camp Deutschhorst.48 Education For

Destruction, as well as her newspaper interviews, reveal that the motivation for recruiting

students was anxiety over a Marxist revolution led by the Jews at the top of the ranks. Burchett

feared that communism in the United States would effectively destroy the White race:

48 Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, 126.

47 “Patriotic Teachers In The Public Schools of Philadelphia!,” Jacob H. Gomborow Papers, Temple
University Libraries Special Collections Resource Center.

46 “Teacher Shifted in Row Over Reds,” The Philadelphia Inquirer. December 3, 1936.
45 “Radical Teaching Charge Stirs Row,” The Philadelphia Inquirer. November 3, 1936.
44 “South Phila. Teachers Defend Accused Heads,” The Philadelphia Inquirer. September 16, 1936.
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With all class distinctions abolished, communists hope that race
distinction will also disappear . This is the motive for the drive against "race
prejudice." Pride in race, a belief that one's own race is superior in any respect,
would involve a tendency to uphold the traditions of that race. This would be a
barrier to communism. Efforts are being made to enact Federal legislation
(already in force in some states) to enforce acceptance of the theory of ‘racial
equality.’ The proposed legislation sets up a steel trap inquisition. Possession of
literature, even personal letters, which hint at a 'belief in ‘racial superiority’ will
be searched out and severely punished.49

To Burchett, communism meant the sacrifice of the White race and Christianity to

the benefit of the “lesser breeds.”50

In January 1938, the Philadelphia Inquirer reported that Burchett held two loaded pistols

under her skirt at all times to defend herself against communists. By her own admission, she was

prepared to use them in the coming “world revolution,” and that one day when she is found dead,

it will have been a murder by the communists, not a suicide.51 Already the subject of media

scrutiny, this interview gave local newspapers greater opportunity to mock her, and would now

refer to her as “Two-Gun Bessie.”52 She began to display her increasingly extreme positions in

public, to the point where she was dismissed as a harmless, spinster lunatic, but the press

afforded her new followers who felt alienated by the New Deal and labor unions, and believed

there was an assault planned on Christian civilization. These followers joined the ACS, which

was founded to investigate “seditious, un-American, Communistic, or atheistic teachings” in

Philadelphia’s public schools.53

While the growth of her base, and that of other far-right extremist groups, does not

constitute a credible surge of support for fascism in Philadelphia, it did manage to unite some

people against the New Deal administration, which was viewed on the far-right as a

53 Burchett, Education, 101.
52 Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, 126.
51 “Teacher Says Reds Will Murder Her,” The Philadelphia Inquirer, January 18, 1938.
50 Burchett, Education, 19.
49 Burchett, Education, 18.
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Jewish-dominated conspiracy. To Philadelphia newspapers, Burchett’s hysterical paranoia about

the Roosevelt administration and communism was perfect tabloid fodder, but the publicity gave

her a platform with nativist, anti-communist, and “New Germany” groups, all antisemitic, that

she did not initially intend to be affiliated with. She received frequent, public support from Philip

Meredith Allen, one of Philadelphia’s wealthy, ultrapatriotic, “Dress Shirts,” who boasted

membership in the Sons of the American Revolution and the prestigious Union League.54

Additionally, she was often the martyred subject of antisemitic literature. An undated flier saved

in Philadelphia Detective Sergeant Jacob H. Gomborow’s file for Burchett, headlined “Teacher’s

Union mostly Jews. Communism Is Jewish,” accused “organizations predominantly Jewish” of

“persecuting Dr. Burchett.” The two-sided flier insists that Jews are undermining the patriotism

and religion of the children, and “if a lazy or inefficient Jew is rebuked, he calls it ‘race

prejudice’ and ‘abusive language.’” Most akin to Burchett’s rhetoric was the claim that “Jews are

making trouble as to get the positions for themselves….If they do not get all the promotions, they

call it ‘religious persecution.’”55

Behind the doors of the ACS meetings, Jews were a constant target. At one meeting,

Burchett said that when she objected to having “partisan politics” in schools, “the whole

Jerusalem contingent came down on her.”56 Though Burchett, and other members of the ACS,

denied antisemitism in their organization, she frequently invoked the “good Jew” trope. She

claimed that she was not against the Jews, only certain Jews, and believed in religious tolerance

only when their religion is not “a menace to the morals of the country.”57 However, for an

57 H. Res. 282: “Investigation of Un-American Propaganda Activities in the United States: Hearings Before
a Special Committee on Un-American Activities,” (1941), 2565

56 “Meeting of the Philadelphia Anti-Communist Society.” Jacob H. Gomborow Papers, Temple University
Libraries Special Collections Resource Center, June 20, 1939.

55 “Teachers Union mostly Jews. Communism is Jewish.” Jacob H. Gomborow Papers, Temple University
Libraries Special Collections Resource Center.

54 Jenkins, Hoods and Shirts, 128-29.
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organization dedicated to thwarting communism, there is certainly no shortage of documentation

relaying their many meetings dedicated to the Jews alone. At the same meeting in which

Burchett bemoaned the “Jerusalem contingent,” her good friend Philip Meredith Allen was the

principal speaker, and he spent his time ranting about the Jewish-Communist takeover. Despite

the ACS’ tendency to use the “good Jew” trope, Allen quoted various Jewish writers to prove

that it is impossible for Jewish people to be good citizens of the U.S. or any other country, for

their efforts are “bent upon the destruction of ‘Christianity and Christian Civilization.’” “When

Jews refer to America as being their only haven today,” he continued, “they mean that they are

about to overthrow the government and establish a Jewish Communistic Dictatorship.”58

As her time in the spotlight continued, Burchett’s antisemitism grew more hyperbolic,

and she was less concerned about concealing it. Philadelphia began to despise her with marked

intensity. On Constitution Day, 1938, she was heckled by upwards of 500 people, out of a rally

held in Rittenhouse Square by the American League for Peace and Democracy after a speaker

announced that she had distributed antisemitic material at a recent meeting of the Anti-Nazi

Committee.59 Soon after the incident in Rittenhouse Square, a radio commentator detailed an

experience with Burchett, claiming, “She told me she frequently spends time in between classes

discussing with what she calls a few select pupils her belief that Jews must be driven out of the

United States as they have been driven out of Germany, or else be exterminated.60

After months of protest over her employment from teachers, students, families and their

neighbors, the School Board opened a probe investigating the claims of racial intolerance against

Burchett in March of 1939. Despite this, she was not forced into retirement until March of 1941.

She wrote in Education For Destruction that she was charged with “immorality,” because the

60 “Our Schools No Place for Intolerance,” The Philadelphia Inquirer, March 25, 1939.
59 “Hisses Punctuate Peace League,” The Philadelphia Inquirer, September 18, 1938.
58 “Meeting of the Anti-Communist Society,” Jacob H. Gomborow Papers.
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superintendent could not otherwise find legal precedent to terminate her under the Tenure Bill.

The full list of charges would not be read publicly if she agreed to retire, so she obliged.61 She

was later investigated by the House Special Committee Investigating Un-American Propaganda

Activities, otherwise known as the Dies Committee, in October of 1941.

The Dies Committee was the precursor to the House Un-American Activities Committee

(HUAC), headed by Congressman Martin Dies, a Democrat from Texas. Though the committee

was established mainly to investigate communism, fears of Nazism in the United States shifted

the committee’s priorities. Burchett, as well as some of her associates such as Philip Meredith

Allen, were questioned about alleged Nazi sympathies. Burchett was again adamant that she was

not an antisemite, but an American patriot simply trying to keep America American, even with

contrary evidence piling up against her. For instance, on February 17, 1939, she was a guest

speaker for the Kyffhauserbund’s celebration of Otto von Bismarck and Hitler, where she

recalled speaking about Americanism. Throughout her testimony, she asserted and reasserted her

position on flying flags of countries other than the United States—that is, she objected to it—but

was unnervingly cavalier when asked about speaking at this event in front of a swastika and a

large picture of Hitler. She claimed the swastika and portrait of Hitler did not bother her as long

as the American flag is prioritized. Though she previously said that the flag issue was “an

obsession” of hers, she changed her position to defend herself in regards to the swastika. “I

mention it often enough to get myself disliked by internationalists,” she explained.62

The most unsettling moment of her testimony referenced an incident between Burchett

and Rabbi William Fineshriber, a popular Reform Rabbi, at the Race Street Forum on October 5,

1939:

62 H. Res. 282, 2555-6.
61 Burchett, Education, 174.
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Mr. Matthews: I am just asking if you made this statement: “I recently spoke to
one of them, and he said: ‘Doctor, do you realize there are 4,000,000 Jews in the
United States?’ I answered by saying, ‘Now isn’t that a coincidence? There are
just 4,000,000 lampposts.’” […]
Dr. Burchett: Something like that, something of that sort. I was being baited. […]
The Chairman: What did you mean by lampposts?
Dr. Burchett: I think it is clear. The person to whom I spoke understood it.
The Chairman: You meant they should be hung?
Dr. Burchett: I was being baited. He turned to me and said: “This is not a
Christian country”—I want you to know what the occasion was before we are
through and what the speaker said—this Hebrew turned to me and said: “Do you
realize that this is not a Christian country?” …
The Chairman: What you were implying was that there would be that many
lampposts on which to hang the Jews?
Dr. Burchett: Yes. It was a joke…63

After the Dies Committee hearing, Burchett slowly disappeared from the public eye.

Philadelphians ceased to treat her as the city’s holy fool because the trial revealed how sinister

her motives were. The story of “Two-gun” Bessie Burchett is a cautionary tale. Primarily, it

served as a warning to the burgeoning postwar conservative movement to be highly selective

with prejudice because vindication never came for Bessie Burchett. She died alone on August 29,

1959, at Norristown State Hospital and it appears not one newspaper wrote an obituary for her.

Her outspoken intolerance contributed to conservatism’s post-war baggage. After World War II,

those anti-communists motivated strictly by business interests immediately distanced themselves

from groups like the ACS. Similarly, American Nazi sympathizers were effectively neutered.

Few continued to claim affiliation with her after her death, but her ideas were not permanently

and ultimately rejected. The Philadelphia Board of Education publicly rejected Burchett, but still

unlawfully fired dozens of teachers in the city after they were questioned by HUAC in 1953.64

The DAR, who vehemently opposed progressive education in the same way Burchett did,

64 Kathy Deacon. “Me, My Parents and Red Scares Long Gone,” CounterPunch, March 16, 2018.
https://www.counterpunch.org/2018/03/16/me-my-parents-and-red-scares-long-gone/

63 H. Res. 282, 2550-1

https://www.counterpunch.org/2018/03/16/me-my-parents-and-red-scares-long-gone/
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survived America’s rejection of far-right rhetoric. Though they were often ridiculed as

unnecessary and out of place for their support for racial segregation and anti-communism, they

continued to have influence over public discussions about un-Americanism. Like Burchett, the

DAR described communism as “a criminal and treasonous conspiracy aimed at the destruction of

our Constitutional Government.”65 Along with the National Federation of Republican Women’s

Clubs, the DAR became a crucial instrument in aiding conservative politicians in entering the

political mainstream following World War II.

The National Federation of Republican Women’s Clubs was similarly motivated by the

perception that communist influence was a clear and present danger actively contaminating the

minds of their children, but rather than risk making the mistake of being too loud and impolite,

they chose the traditional route by strongly endorsing a man who served their interests. In the

1950s, the man was Joseph McCarthy, who secured the federation’s support when he stated that

the “great difference between our western Christian world and the atheistic Communist world is

not political—it is moral.”66 McCarthy, of course, was the most recognizable symbol of the

second Red Scare, determined to root out immorality and reestablish the traditional family at the

expense of Jews, homosexuals, and African Americans.

Moreover, the institutional disregard for Jewish Americans demonstrated by the federal

government encouraged popular antisemitism by citizens and vice versa. The National

Federation of Republican Women’s Clubs is far from comparable to Bessie Burchett in terms of

antisemitism, as they were not conducting paramilitary training for high school students to

prepare for the Jewish-Communist revolution, but these women were acting with faith in their

nation’s institutions that promoted similar rhetoric as Burchett. For example, Burchett’s

66 Lepore, These Truths, 556.
65 Wendt. “Defenders of Patriotism…?”: 969.
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interchangeable use of White and Christian is less unbelievable when juxtaposed with a 1949

American Council for Education study which found that a variety of publications, including

student textbooks, frequently used  rhetorical combinations such as “Jews and atheists” or “Jews

and Communists.”67

Following World War II, Americans were simultaneously conditioned to believe that

communists were the ultimate traitors, and that most communists were Jewish. In 1951, the

United States executed Julius and Ethel Rosenberg for allegedly passing atomic secrets. Though

Julius, a Jewish electrical engineer, was indeed an ardent communist, his and Ethel’s trial was

haphazard and lacked due process. The decision to execute the parents of two young boys

sparked international outrage, and despite repeated calls for mercy, President Eisenhower made it

clear that the Rosenbergs would serve as a warning. In a letter to his son, Eisenhower wrote that

“the Rosenbergs had to be executed as an example to other would-be-traitors.”68 Following the

precedent set by the Rosenberg trial and execution, it should not be surprising that of the 124

people questioned by the House Un-American Activities Committee, 79 of them were Jewish.

Six of the “Hollywood Ten” were Jewish. The overwhelming majority of those called to testify

before HUAC, whether as a suspect or a witness, were Jewish.69

A small actor in the grand history of American antisemitism and anti-communism, Bessie

Burchett’s legacy nonetheless survived in the McCarthy trials and beyond. Her short-lived career

as an anti-communist activist held far more local influence than national, and Education for

Destruction never saw official print, but her willingness to attempt an antisemitic witch hunt in

69 Sarah Imhoff. “Hoover’s Judeo-Christians: Jews, Religion, and Communism in the Cold War,” in The
FBI and Religion: Faith and National Security before and after 9/11, ed. Sylvester Johnson and Steven
Weitzman, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2017), 126.

68 William I. Hitchcock. The Age of Eisenhower: America and the World in the 1950s. (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 2018), 124.

67 Sarah Imhoff. “Hoover’s Judeo-Christians: Jews, Religion, and Communism in the Cold War,” in The
FBI and Religion: Faith and National Security before and after 9/11, ed. Sylvester Johnson and Steven
Weitzman, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2017), 124.
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broad daylight, and unabashedly recruit others for her cause based on lies, displays a trend in

American politics that was largely ignored. It is tempting to dismiss her as part of a minority

contingency. It is convenient to invalidate her story, because fully acknowledging it requires

reconciling popular antisemitism by ordinary women with the institutions that permitted

antisemitism to flourish.
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