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I was going to wire you, but I couldn’t think of anything to say that would sound tactful; I’m hypersensitive because I hear Harper’s said I wasn’t tactful, which is the grossest misstatement ever made about me. I am the God damnedest mass of tact known to the human race. That’s about all I am. Fortune said I never read a book and Harper’s says I’m tactless. American reporting is at a low ebb.

—H. W. Ross to E. B. White
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PROLOGUE
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A HELL OF AN HOUR

In early 1950, precisely at the midpoint of the american Century, New Yorkers were of a mind to build. They got that way from time to time, and after slogging through two world wars and a global depression, with vacant apartments nonexistent and business desperate for more space, they could be forgiven for being more concerned with their future than with their past. Still, even hardened New Yorkers were unsettled by the announcement, in January, that the landmark Ritz-Carlton Hotel would soon be pulled down to make way for another nondescript steel-and-glass box. The hotel, on Madison between Forty-sixth and Forty-seventh streets, was only forty years old, and while it was nothing special architecturally, in that short time it had attained a kind of venerability. Many considered the Ritz, with its storied debutante balls, lavish parties, and state receptions, the most glamorous venue in the city. “In no other country of the world, and indeed in few cities of this country, would it be conceivable that a block-long, eighteen-story building in excellent condition and housing a world-famous hotel would be torn down after a life of only forty years,” commented The New York Times, managing to sound a little proud and ashamed all at once.

More openly sad about the whole business was The New Yorker. Ahead of the wrecker’s ball, staff writer Geoffrey Hellman produced not one but two “Talk of the Town” lamentations on the Ritz. Beyond their obvious bond of a shared clientele, the magazine and the hotel had more or less grown up together, custodians of a distinctive urban gentility now in eclipse, and here one of them was about to be knocked down. It was fitting, then, that the last major fete in the hotel’s grand ballroom, on March 18, 1950, was The New Yorker’s twenty-fifth anniversary gala.

This being The New Yorker, the invitation said in nonchalant fashion, “Dress or not, as you like.” Given the poignance of the occasion, few took this seriously, and it was very much a night for black ties and beautiful gowns. Seven hundred people crowded into the ballroom, and by almost every account, whether contemporaneous or recollected four decades later, it was that rare magical evening, the kind of party where everyone drank but not too much, the music played without end, and the toast beneath the lobster Newburg was crisp even at two in the morning. With the apparent exception of the Pecksniffian Edmund Wilson (“Prominent persons whom I will not name were guilty of wholesale malignant rudeness”), a splendid time was had by all. Every staff writer, every artist, every contributor, every editor who had had anything to do with the magazine through the years, was invited. Conspicuous by her absence was The New Yorker’s first lady, Katharine White, who bought a new gown for the party, only to come down with flu at the last moment. But her husband, E. B. White, was there. So were most of the other old hands, reaching all the way back to the magazine’s colicky infancy in 1925, and a few, it seems, from even before: John Cheever reported hearing Wolcott Gibbs say, “I danced with Harriet Beecher Stowe twice.”

Harold W. Ross had spent the better part of his life avoiding such high-profile affairs as this. The editor of The New Yorker liked parties well enough, but he was so self-conscious about the spotlight that he categorically declined speaking engagements and once fled the funeral of his dear friend Heywood Broun for fear that he might be asked to say a few words. This night, though, he was unavoidably, and for the most part happily, the center of attention. Still wan from his own case of flu earlier in the week, Ross was tugged at, toasted, and passed around the room. He made a great fuss over his special guest and crony, Mayor William O’Dwyer, who was just months away from resigning, under gathering clouds of scandal, to become Truman’s ambassador to Mexico. Ross formed up along the grand staircase a rather tipsy greeting party of writers Joseph Mitchell, Philip Hamburger, and John McNulty, then popped in and out with frequent updates on O’Dwyer’s motorcade, as if it were ferrying not the mayor but the pope.

Spirits ran so high that Ross was even persuaded, for the first time in years, to have a drink, which provoked his ulcer, but he didn’t mind. He was among friends, in a warmly familiar place. From time to time through the years the Ritz had been his home. He’d been here often for other functions, or just to have drinks in the bar. Then there was the memorable day in 1936 when he sat down to lunch in the basement grill with H. L. Mencken. Though it was their first meeting, the two men fell into such easy conversation that before long they were comparing their respective kinds of boobery. “I’m the boob who asks the waiter what is especially good on the menu,” said Mencken. Countered Ross, “I’m the boob who says ‘Fine’ when the barber holds the mirror so I can look at the back of my neck.”
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A rare snapshot of Ross in black tie.

The night passed in surreal fashion, Ross wrote two days later to his friend Rebecca West, “like a movie film running at five times its normal speed.” The party was different from its predecessors, and not just in its scale or ostentation. For instance, The New Yorker’s tenth anniversary, in 1935, was basically a group of still-young people celebrating survival—the magazine’s survival, survival of the Depression, even personal survival. But the twenty-fifth was about accomplishment, about creating something of enduring importance. Those who had been present at the Creation were no longer young, and they were beginning to realize that their lives had been circumscribed by, and would be remembered in terms of, The New Yorker.

Standing behind them—or more typically just off to the side, casting anxious glances from time to time—was Harold Wallace Ross, the unlettered immigrant’s son from Colorado who blew out of the West to create what was then, and many still consider to be, the most influential magazine in American history. Though in time The New Yorker came to fulfill all the rash promises Ross had advanced in the magazine’s famous 1924 prospectus, he could never have imagined what his little fifteen-cent “comic paper” would come to do, or how robust its legacy would be. Ross’s New Yorker changed the face of contemporary fiction, perfected a new form of literary journalism, established new standards for humor and comic art, swayed the cultural and social agendas, and became synonymous with sophistication. It replaced convention with innovation. And while Ross was never as interested in great names as in great writing, what indelible names paraded through his New Yorker. There were the storytellers: E. B. White, James Thurber, Dorothy Parker, Alexander Woollcott, John O’Hara, Ring Lardner, Clarence Day, Emily Hahn, Sally Benson, Arthur Kober, Leo Rosten, Kay Boyle, John Cheever, Irwin Shaw, J. D. Salinger, H. L. Mencken, S. N. Behrman, Frank Sullivan, S. J. Perelman, Ogden Nash, Shirley Jackson, Shirley Hazzard, Vladimir Nabokov, William Maxwell, Eudora Welty, Frank O’Connor, Jerome Weidman, Mary McCarthy, Jean Stafford, Niccolò Tucci. The reporters: Janet Flanner, John Hersey, A. J. Liebling, Joseph Mitchell, Rebecca West, St. Clair McKelway, Meyer Berger, Mollie Panter-Downes, Philip Hamburger, E. J. Kahn, Jr., Brendan Gill, Lillian Ross, Andy Logan, John Lardner, Berton Roueché, John Bainbridge, Richard Rovere. The critics: Robert Benchley, Wolcott Gibbs, Clifton Fadiman, Lewis Mumford, Edmund Wilson, Louise Bogan. The artists: Peter Arno, Helen Hokinson, William Steig, Saul Steinberg, John Held, Jr., Gluyas Williams, Gardner Rea, Otto Soglow, Miguel Covarrubias, Mary Petty, Charles Addams. The editors: Katharine S. White, Ralph Ingersoll, James M. Cain, Gustave S. Lobrano, Rea Irvin, James Geraghty, Rogers E. M. Whitaker, William Shawn.

A more unlikely literary avatar than Harold Ross is hard to imagine, for he was a man of spectacular contradictions and wondrous complexities. The New Yorker aside, Ross’s personal reading ran to dictionaries (Fowler’s Modern English Usage, particularly) and true-detective magazines. He was a prototypical westerner whose magazine embodied eastern urbanity. He was a coarse, profane man with a near-perfect ear for language. He was equally capable of the rude or the gracious gesture, a charming weekend host who nonetheless could not—would not—abide fools (“We don’t run our magazine for dumbbells,” he was known to bark more than once). In the throes of concentration, Ross would absentmindedly cluck his tongue in the great yawning gap between his two front teeth. Looking upon these anomalies, some found it hard to believe that this peculiar man could be responsible for The New Yorker. But this was Ross at the margins. Anyone bothering to see beyond, to the core, found a keen native intellect, a searching curiosity, and a droll humor—qualities Ross imprinted onto his magazine. He conducted himself like what he was, a man with a very personal, even mystical, mission, that being The New Yorker. From Ross emanated a strength that creative people found reassuring and an artistic freedom they found intoxicating. In return, they advanced the mission with work of surpassing quality and taste. Richard Rovere, who began The New Yorker’s “Letter from Washington” in 1948 (in the beginning neither he nor Ross thought it an especially good idea), later would say that beyond his obvious contributions to journalism and letters, Ross was, at a more fundamental level, fighting to save the dignity of the printed word. Andy White, as was his wont, said it differently, and perfectly: “In retrospect I am beginning to think of him as an Atlas who lacked muscle tone but who God damn well decided he was going to hold up the world anyway.”

Such was the wide affection and esteem for Ross that more than a few people at the Ritz gala actually had been fired by the editor in his early and most manic incarnation, in the years when it was a week-to-week proposition whether there would even be a New Yorker and Ross was grinding up editorial talent like so much pork butt. One of these was Charles Morton, who by 1950 was the respected editor of The Atlantic Monthly but who as a budding reporter in the early days of the Depression made an unsuccessful attempt to join the staff of The New Yorker. After the party Morton sent Ross a note of thanks. “The main satisfaction of it for me was the chance to see you at the end of a twenty-five-year hitch firmly possessed of every one of the objectives you set out to reach, still breaking new ground, never lowering the standard.… Your anniversary guests were a talented lot, no doubt, but every one of them is probably further in your debt than you could ever bring yourself to believe.” He added that Ross needn’t reply, but not replying went against Ross’s compulsive nature, and so shortly thereafter Morton got a letter in which, in a rare instance, Ross commented on the job he had done at The New Yorker.

“I guess we’ve made most of our objectives; I should say two-thirds of them, which is probably pretty good, and in some instances we’ve exceeded them, as I appraise things now,” Ross said. “I hadn’t thought of it that way before, being, of course, gruellingly unsatisfied most of the time, which must be the case with anyone getting out a magazine and shooting high. Getting out this magazine has been a tour de force, of course, and a tour de force of twenty-five years is wearing.”

Anyone who knew Ross was accustomed to his organic complaining—all his life this Atlas had, in fact, walked in the stooped fashion of a man carrying too much weight—but in this instance the weariness he professed was real. It was true that to all outward appearances, Ross, at fifty-seven, was at a pinnacle. Aside from his professional accomplishments, he had a beautiful wife and an adoring teenage daughter. If he was not as wealthy a man as many assumed, his holdings were substantial enough, including a sumptuous Park Avenue apartment and a country estate of more than one hundred acres in north Stamford, Connecticut. As editor of The New Yorker he made fifty thousand dollars a year, plus twenty-five thousand dollars for expenses. His collection of friends reached from the White House to Hollywood, from industrialists to retired railroad men in Nevada, the “one-armed poker companions” he loved so well. And of course he was on a last-name basis (Ross’s address of choice) with many of the best writers in the world.

Yet within a year his life would be slipping away. In the spring of 1951, Ross, a heavy smoker for more than forty years, would be told he had cancer. He kept his condition from family and friends, but his absences from the office grew so frequent and long that colleagues knew something was amiss. (Thurber guessed the worst about Ross when his old friend confided that sardines were the only thing he could still taste.) Not long after, Ross left his third wife, Ariane. She would eventually sue him for divorce on grounds of abandonment, and press on him a series of lawsuits alleging that he had cheated her out of tens of thousands of dollars. He would wind up back in a suite, alone, at the Algonquin Hotel, where he read manuscripts, took infrequent meals, and saw a few intimate friends. By Christmas, he would be dead.

Yet even in death there was indignity. In reminiscences, various colleagues caricatured Ross—some affectionately, some not, but all along the same general lines. This cartoon Ross was said to be aggressively ignorant, unfailingly rude, sexually naïve, and generally intolerant. His comic tendencies were exaggerated, his editing acumen trivialized, and his achievements laid to dumb luck and the skill of his bemused, solicitous associates. As with all caricatures, there were nuggets of truth underlying each of these assertions, but on the whole they were rubbish. Even so, this deleterious view of Ross took such firm hold that today, if he is remembered at all, it is as Ross the Wonder Editor, the literary equivalent of the precocious pony at the sideshow who taps out sums with his hoof.

So perhaps it was a touch of foreboding, or maybe sheer wistfulness, that Rovere detected in Ross as the glittering twenty-fifth anniversary gala moved into the small hours. He would write, twenty years later, “All that remains with me is a picture of Ross looking balefully over the ballroom, consulting his watch, and saying that it was one hell of an hour for his young daughter to be at the Ritz Hotel.”


 

[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
 [image: ]
THE PETTED DARLING

On the corner of Fifth and Bleeker streets in Aspen, Colorado, is a small frame house, utterly nondescript save for its pleasant color of pale rose. Its drab style is only underscored by the fanciful Victorians and neo-Victorians surrounding it in the West’s trendy capital of conspicuous consumption. Though the house has been added on to repeatedly through the years, in today’s real estate parlance it is a “tear-down,” the true value of the property being not in the structure but in the dirt beneath it. In 1991, Pitkin County’s appraisers reckoned the house was worth thirty-five thousand dollars—and the small lot $675,000.

A century before, caught up in Aspen’s first real estate boom, a Scotch-Irish immigrant from Ulster named George Ross paid a tidy one thousand dollars for the squat little cottage at 601 West Bleeker, and was doubtless glad to have it. Like the homes around it, it was thrown up in a hurry in the late 1880s, made from rough-sawn Colorado spruce harvested from the lush mountains girdling the mining boomtown. The house was situated facing north, but it was scarcely equipped to take the bitter winter winds; the plank walls were insulated with oilcloth, wadded newspapers, and pages ripped from old mining magazines. The current owners, who have renovated the house extensively, have even come across the occasional playing card nailed up over a hole, a pitiful pasteboard barrier against the unremitting draft. It’s not hard to imagine George Ross awakening in the middle of the night and, seeing his breath, rising to rekindle the stoves that heated the few small rooms. On November 6, 1892, a boy was born in this house. His mother, Ida, christened him Harold, a name meaning “leader of men.”

In temperament, Harold was very much his father’s son; in his upbringing, he was very much his mother’s.

Like most of the nine thousand or so Aspen residents in 1892, George Ross was there in search of fortune, a very long way from home. He was born in 1851 in County Monaghan, on a farm that had been in the family for five generations. Eldest of three boys and seven girls, George as a young man was swept up in the great Irish emigration to America (in time a half dozen of his siblings, one by one, would follow him). George came by way of Canada. At various times in his life he was a carpenter, grocer, contractor, scrap dealer, and, it was said, supervisor of a mental hospital in Toronto. But according to his son, George Ross was always, at heart, a miner, and he drifted from boomtown to boomtown across the West. Judging from his résumé, the elder Ross was a handy and resourceful man, if not especially lucky where prospecting was concerned. Voluble and gregarious, with a sharp tongue and a gift for sarcasm, he liked a good joke almost as much as a good argument. But he was said to be so genial that even his forensic adversaries admired him.

Sometime around 1885, George Ross’s wandering brought him to Aspen, where he worked the mines and eventually staked some claims. A few years later—no one is sure of the circumstances, whether he was traveling or she was—he encountered a school teacher from Kansas named Ida Martin. As Ida would recount to her daughter-in-law, Jane Grant, the courtship that ensued was an unorthodox one, even by the standards of nineteenth-century Colorado. Their brief meeting evidently left a much stronger impression on George than on Ida: a few weeks later he sent her a postcard pressing his suit and even proposing marriage, but her recollection of him was so dim that she had trouble making out the signature. Ida responded by offering to provide George some writing paper so that he might conduct a proper correspondence. He, in turn, mustered a charming apology. The epistolary courtship advanced through the school year and culminated with their marriage in June 1889 in Salina, Kansas, where Ida was then teaching. The groom was thirty-eight, his bride thirty-four. The formal announcement of their wedding concluded, “At Home, After June 25th, Aspen, Colorado.”

Ida Martin Ross came from old New England stock. She was born in Amesbury, Massachusetts, north of Boston, in 1855, but her father moved the family to Kansas and she was raised in McPherson, not far from Salina. She was the embodiment of the prairie schoolmarm: prim, thin, plain, a little austere, recipient of a normal-school education. She was also outspoken and clearly unintimidated by adventure. Before working in Salina, it was said, she taught for several years in the Oklahoma Indian territory. Writer friends of Harold Ross who met Ida in her old age in New York often described her as naïve, as she no doubt was in the ways of speakeasies and cocktail-party protocol. But the woman who emerges in a handful of her surviving letters, written to Jane Grant when Jane’s marriage to Ross was foundering, is anything but naïve. This is a concerned mother and compassionate mother-in-law, a sensible woman plainly familiar with marital tribulation and other hard ways of the world. Besides, if there ever was a naïve side to Ida Ross, frontier Aspen would have ground it away.
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George Ross and son Harold, around age nine. (Courtesy of Patricia Ross Honcoop)

Aspen, situated on the Roaring Fork River and circumscribed by mountains, is a place of surpassing beauty. Yet for all its natural appeal, it owes its existence to brute commerce, the mining of silver. Aspen sprang up in 1879, when its potential attracted a dozen silver prospectors who had been crowded out of Leadville, the boomtown just across the Continental Divide. By the time newlyweds George and Ida Ross arrived, in the summer of 1889, Aspen not only was bustling but was beginning to make the transition from mining camp to civilized town, with some gaslights, the occasional stone building, even social clubs. But no amount of makeup could disguise the truth of it: with its smokestacks, dirty air, rutted avenues, and noisy, oreladen trains, Aspen was all about silver. Those establishments not in mining directly were in its service, from the new Hotel Jerome to the East End brothels.
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Ida Ross was the product of New England ancestry and prairie upbringing. (Courtesy of Patricia Ross Honcoop)

In the cumbersome grantee books in the Pitkin County Courthouse in Aspen, one still finds George Ross’s claims on silver lodes with such romantic names as the Little Anney, the Sarah Jane, the Bartelett, the Bob Tail, and the Bonteet. There was nothing remotely romantic about the work, however, which was backbreaking and dangerous. Main shafts were dug hundreds of feet into the mountainsides, with short tunnels spurring off every so often, like the stubby teeth of a comb. Miners chiseled holes into the rock to set the charges, which generated tons of rubble that had to be cleared. Miners were completely at the mercy of mine owners, grantees, and supervisors for their hours, working conditions, and pay. Leases were arranged in various ways. For instance, George Ross’s 1891 leases on the Sarah Jane and Bartelett cost him twenty percent of the value of all ore he extracted. (He also agreed to work at least four miners per shift, to conduct eighty shifts a month, and to keep the three-and-a-half-feet-wide shafts clear of debris.) In 1892, leasing the Little Anney, he paid a flat five hundred dollars for rights, with no royalties.

George Ross never found his fortune in the mines, though he did make enough to hold a small interest in some camp boardinghouses, as well as to buy the modest house on Bleeker. The couple took possession in August 1892, when Ida was six months pregnant. After all the hard work, after three years of living in rental property, and with their first child on the way, the Rosses might have been completely content had it not been for the pernicious rumor racing around Aspen about this time that the government was about to demonetarize silver. And in fact, with the economic panic of 1893, Aspenites’ worst fears were realized. Congress repealed the Sherman Silver Act, which for years had required the federal government to buy much more of the metal than it really needed. Aspen’s sole commodity plunged in value, and the town began a long, slow decline. Thousands were driven from the mines, including George Ross. Rather than leave town, as many did, the Rosses responded, in 1893, by opening a meat market and grocery. Still, a service establishment in a dying community is a dubious proposition in its own right, and there was no more income to be had from the boardinghouses. Within a few years, as Harold Ross himself would say later, “everybody in town was broke, including my father.”

——

Harold Wallace Ross would always relish playing the role of the country boy abroad in the big city. But it was just that—an act— and Ross got a little testy whenever someone bought it too well, as if the turnip truck had made no stops on the trip from Bleeker Street to Park Avenue. “I may well have been the boy from Aspen, all right,” he told his friend the writer Margaret Case Harriman, “but I point out that I left at the age of six and thereafter lived in cities—Salt Lake City, Denver, San Francisco, Panama, New Orleans, New York, and Paris, more or less in the order named. I was really just the petted darling of world capitals.” It is inarguably true that by the time he came to start his own magazine, the well-traveled Ross had attained a kind of careworn worldliness that most New Yorkers, as parochial then as now, could only imagine. But it is just as true that Ross was, and would always be, a child of the frontier.
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The Rosses outside their home in Aspen, Colorado. (Courtesy of Patricia Ross Honcoop)

His first years were full of privations, though of course young Harold didn’t realize they were hardships at the time because everyone he knew lived the same way he did. There was no indoor plumbing, and water had to be drawn and hauled daily. The house was cold and drafty. When Ross was three his mother gave birth to a second son, Robert, but the child died on his first birthday. (Ross later said one of his earliest memories was of his brother’s tiny white coffin in the parlor.) There was little money and provisions were thin. Ross would remember his mother as an unaccomplished cook but add that she “didn’t have much of a chance, because of the limited provender of the mountains.” Ida Ross, like all frontier wives, developed of necessity a steely frugality that, in later life, even prosperity couldn’t dent. In the Thirties, when she visited her son in New York and he put her up in the better hotels, Ida refused to pay the shocking prices they charged for meals. Instead, she would sneak a hotplate into her room to cook her own. She was always found out and a few times even asked to leave, to the mortification of the editor of The New Yorker.

The young Harold (he was almost always Harold; never Harry, and seldom Hal) adored Aspen. He enjoyed fishing the creeks and mountain lakes with his father and exploring the endless hillsides. If his mother was overly protective—she wouldn’t let him run barefoot, even in summer, and refused to let him swim lest he drown— out of her sight he indulged his more mischievous impulses. Harold and his best friend and cousin, Wesley Gilson, who was two years older, liked to go into the countryside and pepper the sides of barns with their shotguns (at other times they fired small snakes stuffed down the barrel). Once, while visiting his favorite uncle, John Ross, who lived near Denver, Harold captured an eagle, but Uncle John made him set it free.

In school Harold did well, scoring high grades in every subject except, notably, deportment. But his education scarcely stopped at the classroom door. As soon as he was old enough to be of help, he ran errands for his father’s grocery. So at ages six and eight, he and Wesley found themselves hauling buckets of beer to the town’s saloons, careful not to spill any lest they get their ears cuffed by thirsty patrons. Harold also toted groceries to the brothels in Aspen’s red-light district. He liked the prostitutes right off because they invited him in to warm up on cold days, gave him candy, and invariably tipped better than the churchgoers across town. This exposure marked the beginning of Ross’s lifelong fraternal fascination with prostitutes and their lot. Years later he would tell the story of how, as a boy, he once overheard his mother and her friends buzzing over the scandalous news that a prominent politician was about to wed a local madam. How were they expected to respond, the ladies asked themselves, when they encountered the newlyweds on the street? As he told it, the young Ross found their perplexity amusing but their hypocrisy troubling.

Even so, Ida Ross, a proper woman with proper friends, was merely being true to her values, which were firm and strongly held. She doted on her only child and worked hard transferring her views to him. If not everything took hold, much did. For instance, she imprinted on Ross a puritanical strain that was remarked on as a quaint, albeit sometimes annoying, trait all his adult life. Just as passionately the former schoolteacher drilled into her son a love of reading and language. He was taught to read at a young age, and Ida regularly exposed him to books that would have been well over the heads of his classmates. She took pains that Harold respect not just the ideas therein but the words themselves. In grammar as in life, she believed, there were firm rules to be followed. She augmented Harold’s schoolwork with grammar lessons at home, making him parse sentences until their fundamental structure became second nature. This builder’s approach to language appealed to Harold’s logical mind and would become a signature of his professional editing style.

Curiously, one book Ross was not exposed to, at least in any depth, was the Bible. Though George and Ida Ross both came from Presbyterian backgrounds, it seems the family practiced no formal religion, and for his entire life Ross, despite his strong moral ethic, never belonged to any denomination. George, who enjoyed referring to himself as a “blackmouth Presbyterian,” was familiar enough with the Bible to argue with his Catholic friends about their dogma and, after the family had moved to Salt Lake City, with Mormon friends about theirs. Harold delighted in listening to his father in these contentious sessions—George Ross was a “violent anti-Mormon,” his son said—and grew up with the idea that a person’s convictions were more important than his affiliations, be they religious, political, social, or otherwise. Remembering Ross years after his death, Rebecca West, who never knew Ross’s parents but who from time to time heard him hold forth on matters spiritual and even theological, said, “At some time an impressive nineteenth-century rationalist, of the sort not rare in the West, must have had the shaping of him, for he knew nothing about the Bible and an emotional block prevented him from repairing this lack in his later life. He could not pronounce phrases such as ‘the cherubim and seraphim’ without stammering, and he never recognized the most familiar texts.”

His father was not the only contrarian influence on the young Ross. Religious skepticism, not to say mischief, ran in the family. This is clear from an amusing and telling encounter that New Yorker writer Joseph Mitchell had in 1940 with Bishop Alma White, founder of the Pillar of Fire sect. At the time, the Pillar of Fire had forty-three temples in the United States, Canada, and England, broadcasting and publishing holdings, and two colleges. The movement had originated in Colorado but was then based in New Jersey, and Mitchell decided to write a Profile of Bishop Alma. When, after some negotiation, Mitchell was introduced to the cleric, he found a woman in her late seventies and rather infirm, “a buxom old Roman emperor … lying in bed, propped up on pillows.” Bishop Alma invited Mitchell to sit down, then asked him directly, “Did Harold W. Ross send you out here?”

Mitchell was taken back. “Not exactly,” he said, endeavoring to explain how someone at The New Yorker must have approved his Profile idea, but that person was not necessarily Ross.

“That’s a sorry paper,” Bishop Alma continued. “Somebody from Colorado told me that Harold W. Ross was associated with it, and I bought a copy, and I was certainly disappointed. There’s nothing about the Lord in that paper. The reading matter is on a very low level, and the ads are worse than the reading matter. Every page you turn there’s a big bottle of whiskey staring you in the face. Harold W. Ross came from one of the finest families in Colorado, a good old Scotch-Irish family, but looking at The New Yorker you’d never know it.”

Mitchell asked the bishop if she knew Ross.

“I do not, but I knew an uncle of his, Mr. John Ross, out in Morrison, Colorado, and I owe a great debt of gratitude to him. If it wasn’t for him and his help, I might not be here today and the Pillar of Fire might not be in existence.” John Ross was the second-born of his family, one year younger than George. He had come to Denver as a miner and had prospered. He moved to Mount Morrison, west of Denver, where he developed an extensive logging operation, accumulated vast landholdings—he sold the city of Denver the acreage for what became the Park of the Red Rocks—and became one of the community’s leading merchants. Bishop Alma went on to explain to Mitchell that before the advent of the Pillar of Fire movement, she and her husband, a Methodist minister, were sent to a church in Morrison for her health. Once there, a bitter fight arose within the congregation over a proposed church festival, replete with dancing and gaming, that was intended to raise money for the pastor’s salary. The Whites so vigorously protested this sinful enterprise that the majority of the congregation not only turned against them but threatened to cut off the pastor’s support altogether. Salvation, she said, arrived in the person of John Ross. “I don’t think he had ever made any profession of Christianity whatsoever,” said Bishop Alma, “but he called my husband into his store and put a twenty-dollar gold piece in his hand, and encouraged him, and said that as long as he had a store we shouldn’t want for anything. He continued to give liberally to our support, and we weathered the winter, and I went on from there to found the Pillar of Fire.” The bishop then handed Mitchell a copy of her autobiography, Looking Back from Beulah, in which she recounts the benefaction of John Ross. “I want you to take it to Harold W. Ross. Take it to him, and tell him it’s from me. Tell him to read it, and study it, and think on it. And tell him I’ll pray for him.”

Mitchell told Ross the story and gave him the book. The editor was amazed, then began to laugh.

“My Uncle John was a sly old man,” said Ross, “and he liked to stir up trouble. He always kept out of trouble himself, but he would look pious and stay on the sidelines and egg others on. He didn’t belong to a church, and he had a low opinion of preachers in general, but he took a lot of interest in religious affairs. There was nothing he enjoyed so much as a religious controversy—a fight in a congregation, or something like that. He’d watch the fight, and keep it going, and if it died down he’d find some way of starting it up again. Well, he’s the first person in my family who ever amounted to anything. From now on, when I hear people bragging about their ancestors, I’m going to claim that an uncle of mine was partly responsible for the Pillar of Fire movement. That’s something they can’t take away from me.”

Ross took home Looking Back from Beulah and reported to Mitchell that he enjoyed it as much as any book he’d ever read. “She doesn’t write quite as well as Cardinal Newman,” Ross said, “but she’ll do.”

——

George Ross, like many Aspenites, held on to the slender hope that one day the price of silver would rebound, and Aspen with it. The recovery never happened. By 1901, the Rosses, broke and without prospects, had had enough. That spring, after Harold finished out the third grade (despite what he told Margaret Harriman, he was eight, not six, at this time), the Rosses sold their house at a big loss and left town. After residing briefly in tiny Redcliff, and then Silverton in southwest Colorado, the family finally settled on Salt Lake City as its permanent destination. Why they chose Salt Lake is not really clear. It appears that another of George’s siblings may have owned a store there at the time, and so perhaps had bragged about the town’s prosperity. Certainly what would have appealed to George, after eight marginal years as a grocer, was the fact that the copper mining in Salt Lake was going strong, and there were plenty of opportunities for enterprising men in related trades. Though founded by Mormons, Salt Lake at the turn of the century contained many non-Mormons and was, in fact, one of the West’s more wide-open cities.

Whatever his reasons, George Ross went ahead alone to Utah to get established, then sent for his wife and son. The move was traumatic for Harold, beyond the normal trauma any child experiences at leaving behind friends, pets (in Harold’s case a shepherd dog named Sam), and the only world he has known. As the Rosses’ stage-coach was navigating a mountain pass, a sudden storm blew up; the coach slid off the road and crashed. A fellow passenger was killed, and Harold was badly roughed up, sustaining many cuts and bruises. Years later, when he was sporting a distinctive three-inch pompadour, Ross liked to say it was the stagecoach accident that caused his hair to start growing straight up.

George Ross at first worked in and around Salt Lake’s mining trade, turning up in the annual city directories variously as “carpenter,” “miner,” “molder.” Within a few years he moved into general contracting, and as a sideline he began doing demolition work. Then in 1911 he formally established the business that would occupy him the rest of his life. The Ross Wrecking Company was a house-demolition and scrap enterprise, although it’s clear George Ross was willing to do almost anything to bring in a few dollars, including stabling horses and selling kindling. But the company specialized in used building materials: “We Buy and Sell Everything,” it advertised. House wrecking made the Rosses no wealthier than did silver mining or selling meat, but evidently it did afford a good living. They were able to buy a home, at 622 Elizabeth Street, on a high hill over-looking the city; George became a Mason and a respected businessman; and the family was even able to take a trip back to New York. It’s not known what the purpose of this trip was—perhaps to pick up or drop off another of George’s migrating siblings—but merely having the wherewithal to travel so far as a family is some indication of their relative prosperity.

It took Harold some time to adjust to Salt Lake. The stagecoach accident had complicated matters, of course, but so did Harold’s emerging shyness. The young Ross was gangly and awkward, self-conscious, and constantly fidgeting. He was also terribly bright and rather inventive; for instance, it was said he outfitted his bedroom with contraptions to open the windows automatically. But Harold was, above all, headstrong. Increasingly he argued with his father—Ross always said they were too much alike—and he got into the habit of running away from home.

The boy was a voracious reader, feeding his emerging sense of wonder with biographies and tales of adventure and romance. He carefully followed the Russo-Japanese War of 1904—1905 in the newspapers and magazines, being intrigued especially with the accounts of correspondent Frederick Palmer of Collier’s. But his interest waned in what he considered mundane school subjects, like mathematics or science, and he often played hooky. One day when Ida Ross was informed of her son’s truancy, she set out after him, only to be relieved when she found him in the public library, absorbed in The Luck of Roaring Camp, by one of his favorite writers, Bret Harte—who, Harold pointed out ominously, had quit school at thirteen. It’s difficult to say just how wide a rift developed between the rebellious teen and his father, but Salt Lake’s directory for 1907 indicates that at fourteen Harold was residing away from the family in a boarding-house. The following year, however, he was back home.

It was during this difficult adolescence that several events pushed Ross toward his eventual life’s work. In the fall of 1904, when Harold was just shy of twelve years old, he entered Salt Lake’s old West High School. (Ross was always big for his age, and in the family’s moves Ida had managed to advance him one grade.) As a freshman he joined the staff of the school newspaper, The Red and Black. Also on the paper, three grades ahead of Harold, was John Held, Jr., the artist who in the Twenties created the ubiquitous symbol of the Jazz Age, the flapper, and whose comic woodcuts were among the most distinctive features of the infant New Yorker. Ross and Held became friends and, beyond their work for the school paper, participated in an innovative apprentice journalism program at the Salt Lake Tribune. For a dollar or two a week, dozens of high-school-age reporters fanned out across the city to gather news items, which were collected and published the following Sunday. It was Ross’s first exposure to newspapering, and he was smitten. He began to hang around the paper so much that the older men more or less adopted him. As they slipped off after midnight to play cards and drink, they let their enthusiastic young charge “cover” the police beat for them, and he thrilled to ride along on their emergency calls. If the sports editor had need of a local fighter, he had Harold make the rounds of the saloons—once he ran into his own father—until the pug was found. Then there was the time, Held recalled, when the young Ross was sent into the Stockade, Salt Lake’s red-light district, to interview one of its more flamboyant madams, Helen Blazes. Ross was familiar with the district from his days as a delivery boy for a local drugstore, but now he was there as a working journalist. Not wishing to give offense, he was on his best behavior, still wearing his uniform pants from school and carefully couching his questions in the most delicate euphemisms. At last Ross’s politesse got on Miss Blazes’s nerves. “Jesus Christ, kid, cut out the honey. If I had a railroad tie for every trick I’ve turned, I could build a railroad from here to San Francisco.”

Ross’s attention to schoolwork, always tenuous, began to erode in direct proportion to his newspaper activity. As he said, “I had accumulated so many miles of walking the path for punishment that it was hopeless to remain in school.” A love of pranks, which he indulged all his life, proved a turning point. Toward the end of his sophomore year, he set off a stink bomb (“a vile smelling chemical,” he said) in the manual-training room and was invited to leave school. “But the real trouble,” he would explain later, “was that I was bitten by the newspaper bee, and I spent more time hanging around the police station than I did attending classes.”

At this point, Ross either ran away to his uncle Jim in Denver or was sent there by his angry parents. (In recounting his childhood, which Ross enjoyed doing, he typically offered slightly different variations on a theme.) Through his uncle’s connections, he worked briefly as an errand boy at the Denver Post. He returned home determined to quit school and be a real newspaperman, and eventually he wore his parents down. He would always remember the day they consented as one of the happiest of his life.

So rather than return for his junior year, Ross became an apprentice reporter for the Salt Lake Telegram, then owned by the Tribune. His precocity notwithstanding, he learned the trade from the ground up. His first job was as a legman, a reporter who gathered the facts of a story but turned them over to a more experienced colleague to write up. He wrote obituaries, still the dispiriting proving ground for aspiring journalists. In time he was trusted to do his own feature stories. More significant, he was coming under the charismatic spell of a colorful, and now long-extinct, fraternity, that of the tramp newspaperman. A tramp was a freelance reporter who, in the early years of the century, more or less rode an erratic circuit, not unlike an itinerant preacher. He worked at one paper for a few weeks or months, until he was no longer needed or himself felt the urge to move on. Tramp newspapermen were common in the West, and their number swelled predictably every year as they migrated toward California ahead of the winter. Ross was transfixed by their fabulous, often fabulist, tales and by the glamorous prospects of life on the road.

After several years of this, Ross decided it was time to see what he’d been missing. In 1908 he and an older boy set off for California. After stopping in Morrison to visit Ross’s uncle John, the pair moved south to Albuquerque, New Mexico. There Ross’s companion absconded with their money, leaving Ross to hobo his way alone to California. Hopping the infrequent freight train but mostly walking, Ross got as far as Needles, in the broiling Mojave Desert. There he found work as a timekeeper—the person on a construction site who keeps track of everyone’s hours, a task he had done for his father. When he had enough money to buy a new suit of clothes, he returned (by first-class train this time) to Salt Lake.

He would not stay long. As it had his father so many years before, wanderlust had taken hold of Harold Ross. Sometime in the latter half of 1910 he bounded aboard a train, knowing only that it was headed west.


CHAPTER 2
 [image: ]
TRAMP

On a clear Sunday morning in March 1911, some three dozen anxious people crowded onto a smallish gasoline-powered freighter, the Sioux, which was docked on the Feather River in tiny Nicolaus, California, just north of Sacramento. The short trip they were about to make, upriver to Marysville, would take only a few hours, but there was a great deal more at stake than a diverting excursion. The passengers were rivermen, engineers, business leaders, the merely curious, and a handful of newspaper reporters. Representing the Marysville Appeal was H. W. Ross, as his byline had it, a gangly, gawky man-child of eighteen.

Marysville had a problem: it was a river town whose river had silted up, useless, from years of unrestrained hydraulic mining. This had the effect of marooning Marysville from Sacramento (and therefore San Francisco), and put its future directly into the unwelcome hands of the railroads. With the mining finally shut down, there was new cause to think the Feather might again accommodate big steamers, but it all depended on whether the Sioux—which, though small, had a deep draft—could make it all the way upriver without getting stuck. As Ross summed it up in the Appeal two days later, “The renavigating of the Feather is one of the most important moves in the history of Marysville—probably the most important.… When boats are again running shippers will not be at the mercy of the railroads.” And beyond the obvious business ramifications, Ross reminded his readers, there were “unbounded” social possibilities: “The excursion of the future will not be made in a small launch with a dozen or so passengers, nor in a fifty- or sixty-foot pleasure craft—but it will be possible for excursion boats carrying hundreds of passengers to ply between this city and Sacramento—yes, even to [San Francisco] bay.”

The news that day, as duly reported by H. W. Ross, was good: the Sioux had been unimpeded. The Appeal signaled the importance of the story not only with big headlines and top-of-the-page treatment, but by attaching Ross’s byline to it. At this time in American journalism, a byline—the writer’s name at the beginning of a story—was rare, for the most part reserved for articles of real significance or distinction. This is just one of the reasons it is difficult to follow the zigzag, vaporous trajectory of Ross’s newspaper career; he left behind little telltale evidence, even at those papers where he is known to have worked. Between the time he left Salt Lake and the spring of 1917, when he enlisted in the army, Ross the tramp reporter worked at so many newspapers—about two dozen—and usually for such short durations that before long he himself couldn’t reconstruct the bewildering itinerary precisely. Not entirely in jest he would say later, “If I stayed anywhere more than two weeks, I thought I was in a rut.” Documented stopovers included San Francisco, Sacramento, Santa Rosa (at the Republican, whose politics, Ross was amused to discover, were Democratic, while its rival, the Santa Rosa Press-Democrat, leaned Republican), Pasadena, Panama, New Orleans, Atlanta, Brooklyn, and Hoboken, New Jersey. It appears he also worked in Arizona and New Mexico, and at one or both of the major wire services of the day, the Associated Press and the United Press.

As it happened, one of Ross’s most significant assignments turned out to be one of his first, at the Marysville Appeal. Small as it was (population 6,000), Marysville at this time supported two daily newspapers. The editor of the Appeal was John H. Miller, a likable, sympathetic man and a widely respected journalist whose career had rubbed up against that of another California newspaperman, Mark Twain. Ross would have been aware of Miller’s reputation, and not long after he left Salt Lake he bounded into Marysville and persuaded the editor to take him on as the Appeal’s lone full-time reporter.

There was genuine affection between Miller, who was sixty-two, and his teenaged protégé. In a short time Miller taught the eager young man a great deal about the down-and-dirty newspaper arts, and Ross, for his part, was a quick study. He had to be, merely to survive the grueling regimen. The Appeal published six days a week, eight pages a day. Since it specialized in local news (said one headline: BEGGARS HAVE COME TO TOWN) and competed with the evening paper for readers, exhausting hours were required to report and write enough material to fill that maw.

Ross’s account of the Sioux expedition is less interesting for what it is—a straightforward, inelegant, and predictably boosterish piece of work—than for what it reveals about the apprentice himself. First, one is struck by an uncommon seriousness of purpose in one so young. Beyond that, Ross’s story is fully reported, providing perspective and demonstrating an impressive grasp of the shipping trade. Of most interest, however, is early evidence of what Rebecca West would describe as Ross’s “clear, hard, classical American style” of writing: a formal syntax, a rigid (rather than conversational) tone, and the directness and clarity he would later demand as an editor. Read this, the opening phrase from his first sentence—“The fact that the Feather is navigable, and henceforth will be open to steamboat communication the year round, was undisputably proven Sunday”—and it is clear that John Miller had no more use for ambiguity than did Ida Ross.

Five weeks after Ross wrote that story, Miller took ill. He was hospitalized in Sacramento but died on May 31. Out of respect (if not out of printer’s inertia), Miller’s name remained on the newspaper’s masthead until June 3. Then, on June 6, it is replaced with this: “H. W. Ross, Editor.” Still learning the finer points of eluding railroad Pinkertons and scarcely old enough to shave, Ross suddenly found himself in charge of a daily newspaper. Almost certainly he gave himself the battlefield promotion, but he had little choice: when Miller died, the Appeal’s owner, Colonel E. A. Forbes, adjutant general of the state of California, was traveling on military business. At the time it all must have been a little terrifying, but two decades later Ross recalled the episode with the newspaperman’s sangfroid: “Someone had to edit the paper. The only part I couldn’t do was write the editorials—we got a man for that and I did the rest.”

However he managed, Ross didn’t do badly. Under its new editor the Appeal was just as newsy as before, and perhaps a little edgier as the chamber-of-commerce tincture faded. Certainly he did a workmanlike job under difficult circumstances. Even so, after two months Ross’s name disappeared from the mast without explanation. Whether the colonel was dissatisfied with Ross or, quite reasonably, wanted an editor of slightly more experience isn’t known.

It’s also just possible that Ross decided two months was enough management to last him for a while. From Marysville it is thought he made the short trip west to take in a few haunts of his current idol, Jack London: Santa Rosa, in the idyllic Sonoma Valley, and San Francisco. From there it was back to the Central Valley and the Sacramento Union, where his city editor was Kenneth Adams, who became Ross’s friend and later worked with him on The Stars and Stripes. Adams shared Ross’s fondness for pranks and one day caught him in a beauty. For a feature story, he assigned Ross to stow away aboard a Southern Pacific freight train crossing the Sierra Nevada. Ross accepted with alacrity, unaware that Adams in the meantime had tipped off a friendly sheriff to the stunt. Shortly after midnight outside Auburn, California, deputies intercepted the train and hauled Ross, hands skyward, out of his cozy boxcar. Tossed into jail, he proclaimed his innocence to no avail. When he finally persuaded his jailers to telephone the Union, Adams denied knowing him, at which point Ross realized he’d been had. Rather than sulk, he decided to play the role for all it was worth. The next morning when Adams’s sheriff friend asked the jailer how Ross was getting along with his cellmates, all petty offenders, the jailer replied, “He’s got them convinced that he’s wanted in Salt Lake City for three murders.” Back in Sacramento, he signed an account of the adventure “Hobo Ross,” a sobriquet that, to his regret, stuck for years.

One day Ross failed to show for work. Thinking his friend might be on a bender, Adams wasn’t especially concerned. But Ross wasn’t drunk; he was gone. Adams eventually got a postcard from Pasadena, then another from Needles. Ross seems to have worked his way across the desert through early 1912, in Arizona and New Mexico, before turning up in, of all places, Panama. A few years earlier Adams himself had traveled through Central America, and he had mesmerized Ross with his recollections; Ross wrote his friend that he simply had to see if the stories were true. In Panama he worked at the English-language Star and Herald until anti-American rioting forced the yanquis on the staff to leave. He trooped up to Paraíso, where he got a job on the canal, which was still under construction. Years later Ross often bragged about how he had bossed a work crew of natives there, but this struck many listeners as a Rossian tall tale. Whatever he was doing, there is no question he was in the Canal Zone long enough to learn his way around. In a 1951 query sheet on a story dealing with the canal, Ross corrected some mistakes of geography, noting, “It so happens that I am quite familiar with the region the author is writing about in this piece. I worked on the Pedro Miguel locks and lived in Paraíso.… The way the author has it, he ignores the Pedro Miguel locks, which are between the Miraflores locks and the beginning of the Gaillard Cut. I regard this as a personal slight.”

After he was felled by a serious fever, Ross began to have second thoughts about the tropics. He decided to return to the States and see something of the South, a part of the country he knew only secondhand. He arrived by steamer in New Orleans on Thanksgiving Day, 1912, and went to work covering the police and the courts for the Item “at the lowest pay I ever got on a newspaper anywhere, before or since.” In New Orleans he demonstrated the agile reporter’s trick for manufacturing news where none exists. He noticed that the doorway of a popular saloon displayed carvings of fetching nudes. If the saloon’s clientele had ever noticed the carvings before, they certainly didn’t mind them. But when Ross brought them to the attention of the city’s leading society matrons, a minor scandal—which is to say, a story—ensued.

That spring Ross was among several newsmen enticed to Atlanta to work for William Randolph Hearst’s splashy new paper, the Georgian. On arriving, however, he found that the man who had recruited him had been recalled to New York, and the promise of a job had gone with him. Ross got a reprieve from a competing Atlanta paper, the Journal. It hired him as its new police reporter—just in time, as it happened, for the most notorious crime in the city’s history.

——

In the spring of 1913, Harold Ross was twenty years old and had been on the road without stop for nearly three years. He had grown to his full height, just under six feet, and full weight, a lean 160 pounds, which is more or less what he remained the rest of his life. He was already walking with a trademark slouch. His arms and legs were so long that when he sat in a deep chair he resembled a tent folding in on itself. His unruly jet hair and high cheekbones gave his face an Indian cast. He was a little self-conscious about his smile because it revealed a pronounced gap between his two front teeth, easily wide enough to pull ten-penny nails. His best feature was his eyes, alternately penetrating and dancing.

Transient and habitually broke, Ross owned a skimpy wardrobe. What clothes he had were loud and reflected dandyish tastes, a country boy’s idea of how a city boy should dress. He was especially remembered for a favorite pair of yellow high-button shoes. He was still young by the standards of the tramp brethren, but in their company he worked hard—a little too hard—to mask his innate shyness and be one of the boys: he was loud, boisterous and profane; he smoked heavily; he drank regularly, if not regularly to excess; and he could scarcely be dragged away from a poker table or dice game. He could be explosively funny and was regarded as excellent company, at least among other men. (There is no particular record of his amorous activities around this time, but given his choice of associations and off-duty milieus, he almost certainly wasn’t monastic.) He was considered a competent if not spectacular reporter, though he had a growing reputation as a capable “picture swiper,” a handy skill in those rough-and-tumble newspaper days.

At about six o’clock on Sunday morning, April 27, Ross was rousted from bed by the telephone. It was his editor, instructing him to hustle down to Bloomfield’s Funeral Home. In its very late editions that morning, the rival Constitution had managed to print a short frontpage story about a brutal murder that had occurred the day before. A thirteen-year-old girl, Mary Phagan, had been found dead in the grimy pencil factory where she worked, and the Journal was playing catch-up.

At the ramshackle mortuary Ross saw Mary Phagan’s lifeless and mutilated body lying atop a circular “cooling slab.” He was present as authorities led in the superintendent of the pencil factory, a reserved, soft-spoken man named Leo M. Frank, who within a week would become a prime suspect. As Frank gazed upon the dead girl, Ross made a point of studying him.

The murder of Mary Phagan and the subsequent arrest and trial of Leo Frank made for one of the most sensational crime stories of the early twentieth century. Unfolding against a charged Georgia backdrop of racial prejudice, political intrigue, and sexual anxiety, the Frank case quickly built to such a lurid, hysterical pitch that it became a national fixation. As one of the Journal’s lead reporters on the story, Ross understood its complexities better than most. While not exactly a naïve man, he was shocked and deeply affected by much of what he saw transpire. This shock was still evident two years later when he wrote an analytical recapitulation of the case for the San Francisco Call and Post.

Ross wrote that immediately after the murder, “the police did what they always do in Georgia—arrested a Negro.” This first suspect was Newt Lee, the factory night watchman who found the girl’s body and reported the murder. In quick succession several more black men were held on suspicion. Rather than reassure the community, however, the arrests seemed to fuel its outrage. Said Ross, “The police realized the truth which determined their whole future course of action: The murder of Mary Phagan must be paid for with blood. And a Negro’s blood would not suffice.”

The investigation came to focus on Frank, the plant superintendent. He had admitted giving the girl her week’s pay in the near-deserted factory the morning of the murder, and he was the last person to see her alive. Frank was also a Northerner, a Jew, and, to many angry Georgians, a nearly ideal villain. On May 24, he was indicted for the murder.

According to Ross, the decision to prosecute Frank was not made lightly, for even though the evidence against him was far from conclusive, authorities knew there could be no turning back once he was accused. That Sunday morning at Bloomfield’s, Ross had talked to Frank. He had doubts about the man’s guilt, doubts that the Journal returned to during and after the trial, despite the prevailing anti-Semitism and the overwhelming public sentiment that Frank was guilty.
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Ross, back row center, poses with other reporters covering the Leo Frank trial in Atlanta in 1913. (Atlanta Constitution)

One reason for Ross’s apprehension was that Frank’s indictment was based in large part on the testimony of a black suspect, Jim Conley. Conley, who swept floors at the factory, changed his story about Frank repeatedly, and to Ross it seemed that each change “eventually dovetailed into the theory of the prosecution.” Also about this time, rumors began to circulate that Frank was a philanderer and, worse, a sexual deviate. When Conley was transferred to the county jail, police briefly made him available to reporters, and Ross got right to the point:


I was, I think, the first newspaper man to talk to him after his series of confessions.

“Is Frank a pervert?” I asked flatly.

“No,” was the reply. Moreover the Negro exhibited surprise at the question. Obviously he had never even thought of such a thing before.



Like its competitors, the Journal covered the case in staggering, at times even stenographic, detail. Ross himself contributed hundreds of inches’ worth of feature stories, background, and examinations of legal strategy. Throughout, the Journal took a less frenzied, more evenhanded approach than its competitors did. For instance, after interviewing Conley, Ross and a Journal colleague, Harlee Branch, wrote long, side-by-side analyses on the hypothetical impact of Conley’s ever-evolving statements to police. One argued the position that the evidence tended to exculpate Frank, the other that it tended to convict him. At any rate, before long Conley altered his story again, now contending that Frank was a pervert. (He later testified to this effect in court.)

The trial took place in a jammed courtroom through most of a sweltering August. Newspaper coverage was in the sensational, overwrought style of the day. Exacerbating the emotional situation was the fact that the two established Atlanta newspapers were tied to different factions within Georgia’s Democratic Party, so the trial coverage also was slanted for maximum political gain. The rhetoric proved nearly as hot as the weather.

On August 25, Frank was convicted of murder and sentenced to hang. But it had been obvious to many, including Ross and editorial writers at the Journal, that the trial had been a farce. Nearly two years of appeals ensued, during which public sentiment remained incendiary. When Frank’s last court appeal failed, he turned to Governor John M. Slaton, who was under enormous pressure to let Frank hang. However, on June 21, 1915, Slaton commuted his sentence to life imprisonment. On this news, Ross’s reminiscence appeared two days later in the Call and Post, which billed it as “the whole famous and dramatic chain of incidents as seen by a man trained in gathering correct impressions and deducing correct conclusions from tangled evidence.” Ross’s account is a fascinating if lumbering document. Typically, his main points are contained in the first three paragraphs:


One who saw Leo M. Frank as he looked upon the mutilated and abused body of Mary Phagan in the morgue at Atlanta three hours after her remains had been found, who talked to him afterward, who observed his conduct in detention and under arrest, who listened to his remarkable statement at his trial and heard his intensely dramatic appeal when the death sentence was passed upon him for the first time, can not today believe him guilty.

Without making the assertion that Frank is innocent, it may be said that his conduct from the outset was that of an innocent man, that he did not have a fair trial, that the evidence against him was not conclusive and that it did not prove him guilty beyond that “reasonable doubt” required by law.

He begins his life sentence in prison after two years of suspense, a possible—perhaps a probable—victim of circumstances, and, incidentally, the living proof of the assertion that if juries convict men upon evidence such as was adduced against him, and judges uphold them, no man is absolutely safe from paying the penalty for a crime he did not commit. Because the evidence against Frank might, conceivably, grow up about any man.



Ross went on to say that “Frank, of course, could not be hanged” under such circumstances, and he applauded Governor Slaton’s commutation, concluding, “His act will receive the endorsement of the American people, with a notable exception perhaps in his own state.”

On August 16, a mob stormed the Georgia state prison at Milledgeville, retrieved Leo Frank, took him back to Mary Phagan’s childhood home of Cobb County, just outside Atlanta, and hanged him.
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