
  CHAPTER 1 Jim Crow, U.S.A.


  The two black men racing past the cotton fields in their 1947 Mercury were up to no good. Because their enormous dark green and chrome sedan attracted unwanted attention, they had to be cautious and alert as they crossed the Delta’s vast grid of dirt roads and cotton plantations. No one white knew who they were or why they were in Mississippi, and they had to work extra hard to hide their sophistication and curiosity. The night before they drove into the Delta, friends in Jackson had briefed them on tactics, strategy, and proper behavior, as if they were a pair of elderly saboteurs about to be dropped into Nazi-occupied France.


  The men were warned not to stop and speak to sharecroppers working or walking along the roads. They were told never to argue with the “riders” who made up the armed mounted patrols that plantation owners used as field foremen and general overseers. They were also told not to talk too much in front of the white folks who held all the power and owned everything of value in the Delta. Above all, they were warned not to appear too interested in the dismal living conditions and suppressed civil rights of the huge black workforce that served “King Cotton.”


  The men appeared to be just a couple of accidental travelers, two innocent old gents from the big city of Atlanta. They were nothing of the sort. The sixty-one-year-old in the passenger seat wearing the floppy checkered cap and heavy black-framed glasses was an imposter. He called himself James Rayel Crawford and carried a fake Social Security card in his wallet to prove it. But in actuality he was Ray Sprigle, a nationally famous newspaperman from the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. He wasn’t a light-skinned black visiting from the North. He wasn’t even a black. He was 100 percent German-American white with a deep Florida tan, a spotless Republican voting record, and a 1938 Pulitzer Prize for proving a US Supreme Court justice was a member of the KKK.


  The only genuine black man in the speeding Mercury was the lead-footed sixty-six-year-old driver, John Wesley Dobbs. Arguably the most influential black political and civic figure in Atlanta, he was a celebrated public speaker who had two cars and owned a handsome house in the wealthiest black neighborhood in America. Confident and driven, a flask of whiskey in his inside coat pocket, Dobbs could quote long poems and passages from Shakespeare from memory and often preached his favorite civil rights gospel that the only way for blacks to achieve full freedom and equality was through the three Bs—“Bucks, Ballots and Books.”


  It was May 27, 1948. Ray Sprigle had come down into the Deep South to see—and feel—for himself how ten million black Americans lived under the system of legal segregation known as Jim Crow. For nearly three weeks he had been eating, sleeping, and living as a black man. Dobbs was his guide to the black world. Because he was the longtime grand master of Georgia’s Prince Hall Masons fraternal group, he was known and trusted by middle-class blacks across the South. In Atlanta and in the small towns of rural Georgia, Alabama, and Tennessee, Dobbs was introducing the undercover journalist to black doctors and undertakers, to sharecroppers, and to the families of lynching victims. When he told them Sprigle was gathering information for the NAACP, they believed it.


  Dobbs was also Sprigle’s driver and protector. He knew how to comfortably and safely travel the South’s dirt and clay back roads, where for black motorists the bathrooms were usually in the bushes and an “uppity” black man in a nice car could quickly find himself in serious trouble with white folks or the county sheriff.


  Sprigle was a seasoned newsman. He had spent time in the Deep South before. He had covered the Blitz in London in 1940 during World War II, gone undercover into state mental hospitals, and witnessed a dozen death penalty electrocutions. He was not a civil rights crusader or a soft-hearted liberal, but what he was seeing made him ashamed to be an American. Now he and Dobbs were passing through the deepest, meanest, poorest part of the Jim Crow South, where decades of strict racial segregation and white supremacy had achieved a feudal level of oppression nearly a hundred years after the end of slavery. If the wrong people in the Delta found out they were on a secret mission for a Yankee newspaper and were in cahoots with the boss of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, it could cost them their lives.
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  By 1948 lynchings in the South had declined, dropping to about three per year in the 1940s, but the sticks could still be a lawless and deadly place for blacks. In 1946, about sixty miles east of Atlanta, two young married couples from the town of Monroe were tied up and shot to death in broad daylight by eighteen white men armed with pistols, rifles, and shotguns. Despite the outrage of both the nation and President Truman, a $12,500 award for information, and a six-month investigation by the FBI, the easily identified murderers were never prosecuted.


  Then there was the venerable Ku Klux Klan. No longer the potent political force in the Democratic Party it once was in the South—or in Ohio, Indiana, western Pennsylvania or elsewhere—its membership and influence had shriveled to almost nothing from its 1920s peak. Yet as the 1950s and 1960s would prove, the KKK’s theology of hate and intolerance had not gone extinct among the populace. When John Wesley Dobbs answered the NAACP’s call to give a white northern journalist an inside look at the lives of southern blacks, he knew firsthand what the risks were. Ray Sprigle could only imagine the dangers he would face pretending to be a black man in the land of Jim Crow, which is why he drew up a new will before leaving Pittsburgh.


  Mississippi had more lynchings than any other state since 1882, but the spring of 1948 was quiet. It was the beginning of yet another long, productive, peaceful growing season for the Delta’s 100-percent cotton economy. Around the world, however, the second half of mankind’s bloodiest century was off to an ominous start. A war between Arabs and the newborn state of Israel had just exploded in the Holy Land. The Cold War was heating up after the Soviets blocked the roads and rail lines to Berlin. Stalin was ready to explode his first atom bomb, and France was losing its grip on Indochina. Earlier that same day in South Africa, the white National Party narrowly won control of parliament, thanks to its campaign promise to immediately implement a nasty new system of racial separation the world would soon know as apartheid.


  At home the mighty United States was trying to meet pent-up consumer demand, return to a peacetime economy without wage and price controls, and defend the broke and broken countries of Western Europe from the hungry Soviet Union. From Manhattan to Hollywood prices were rising, unions were striking, babies were booming. The population of the country had grown to not quite 147 million, including twenty-six million in the ten states of the South. The unemployment rate was low—less than 4 percent—but the inflation rate for the year was going to be an economically and politically disruptive 18 percent.


  The price of everything seemed impossibly cheap compared to today, but that was because the 1948 dollar had ten times the purchasing power of today’s dollar. A gallon of gas was twenty-six cents—$2.60 in today’s inflated currency. A loaf of white bread cost fourteen cents. A ticket to see John Wayne in Red River was sixty cents. A newfangled ten-inch Admiral black-and-white TV was a four-hundred-dollar luxury, yet a year’s tuition at Harvard cost 1948 grad Bobby Kennedy a paltry $550. A new Ford could be in your future for fifteen hundred dollars. Meanwhile, the minimum wage was forty cents an hour and the annual median family income was thirty-one hundred dollars.


  It was a simpler, harder, more backward, poorer, and more dangerous age. Americans on average were less educated, less healthy, and less free. They also had less stuff. Half of households did not own a car and only 2 percent owned two. Nearly 50 percent of Americans did not have a telephone. TVs were selling like crazy in the spring of 1948 and would reach a million by the end of the year. But so far only 172,000 sets had been sold and the Television Age existed only for those who lived between Manhattan and Philadelphia. Radio and print were the dominant national news media. Movies were the mass entertainment. Every man wore some kind of hat. Baseball was unchallenged as America’s pastime. Highways were deadly and cars were deathtraps. Trains and trolleys were the transit of the masses. Bing Crosby, Nat King Cole, and Dinah Shore were pop stars. Jazz—specifically bebop stars Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, and Sarah Vaughan—was the hippest music from coast to coast and on campus.


  The men who would shape America’s politics for the next half-century were unrecognizable or too young to find. Richard Nixon and John Kennedy were twenty-something rookies in the House of Representatives. Representative Lyndon Johnson of Texas was a staunch segregationist who believed his party’s civil rights program was “a farce and a shame” and “an effort to set up a police state in the guise of liberty.” Ronald Reagan was a liberal New Deal Democrat and a union leader in Hollywood. George W. Bush and Bill Clinton were a year and a half old. Martin Luther King Jr. of Atlanta was a nineteen-year-old college graduate headed for a Baptist theological seminary near Philadelphia.


  In Washington President Harry Truman was universally unloved, running for election in the fall and expected by everyone to lose to whomever the Republicans nominated in July. The previous year he had surprised the country and the Democratic Party by mounting a federal crusade against inequality and discrimination in America. Truman, who had been raised by a family of white supremacists in Missouri and didn’t bother to hide his racism even as a US senator, was planning to issue an executive order to desegregate the armed forces. In the meantime, he and liberal Democrats in Congress were pushing for civil rights legislation that if passed would outlaw legal segregation in the South. Southern political leaders—all Democrats and all diehard segregationists—were already planning their futile revolt.
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  The multi-troubled region Ray Sprigle would live in for a month had recently been examined in depth by John Gunther, one of America’s greatest journalists. In his 1947 bestseller, Inside U.S.A., Gunther called the South “the problem child of the Nation.” He had plenty of good reasons. The South had the worst schools, the highest murder rates, the worst health, and the least economic wealth of any region in the country. Hundreds of thousands of white and black Americans in the Cotton Belt lived in extreme poverty. Not one of the country’s top universities or symphony orchestras was in the South. Except for a handful of writers like Thomas Wolfe and William Faulkner, it had about as much culture, sneered its greatest detractor H. L. Mencken, as the Gobi Desert.


  Black Americans had it tough everywhere, but for most of them the Deep South was a hard, oppressive, and hopeless place. Millions of blacks had been quietly emancipating themselves by train and bus, leaving in what would someday be branded “the Great Migration.” But about ten million still lived from Virginia to Texas. Mississippi and Georgia each had a million black citizens—a half and a third of their populations, respectively. Alabama’s three million souls included nearly a million blacks, almost as many as New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania combined. From 1910 through the mid-1940s, about 2.7 million blacks had migrated from the South to manufacturing cities like Chicago, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and Los Angeles. Another three million would leave by 1970. Like poor whites who fled the dead-end rural poverty of Dixie in equal numbers between 1910 and 1948, most blacks migrated for economic reasons. During war or peace, even the lowest-paying factory jobs in northern cities paid three times what could be made working the land in Mississippi or Georgia.


  Black Americans had another persuasive reason to join the Great Migration: to free themselves from the chains and humiliations of Jim Crow. The system of legal segregation, named after a nineteenth-century minstrel show character, had controlled and haunted the daily lives of southern blacks since 1890. Under its finely tuned but often fundamentally absurd laws, which were written and enforced in different ways by state and local governments, black sharecroppers in the Delta, black farm owners in Alabama, and black insurance company executives in Atlanta were all mistreated equally.


  They were strictly separated from whites in all public spaces—from ocean beaches and libraries to schools, streetcars, courtrooms, elevators, tennis courts, and maternity ward nurseries. They were forbidden to stand in line with whites at banks and train stations and had to form separate lines. Their children were under-educated in separate but criminally unequal schools. Courtrooms had white Bibles and black Bibles. And though blacks were often the majority population in a given town or county, they were prevented from attaining state or local political power by a combination of onerous poll taxes, literacy tests, voter intimidation, and the very real fear of white violence.


  Under Jim Crow blacks were also subjected to a dense, unwritten web of petty rules and social “etiquette” that never let them forget they were deemed by authorities to be inherently inferior to anyone with white skin. For instance, black adults were never to call whites by their first names, only “Mister.” They had to sit in the backseat if they were in a car driven by a white person and they had to give white motorists the right-of-way at intersections. On some buses or trolleys in some towns, they had to enter by the rear doors and leave by the front. In other places it was the opposite. “Legalized humiliation” is what one black minister called Jim Crow.
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  Civil rights and desegregation were in the headlines every day. In 1947 Jackie Robinson had broken the modern color barrier in Major League Baseball with much fanfare and some ugliness. The National Football League had quietly integrated itself a year earlier. Between them the two professional leagues could barely field a complete baseball team of black players, but they were decades ahead of the national curve on desegregation. The rest of the United States was effectively a segregated country, either by law in the South or by fact in the North and West. In every city and town, blacks had their own neighborhoods, commercial districts, and social institutions. They ran their own newspapers, magazines, radio stations, and numbers rackets. They produced their own “race” movies and “race” records and formed their own professional baseball leagues. They had their own colleges, churches, labor unions, fraternal groups, hospitals, cemeteries, restaurants, life insurance companies, bars, parks, YMCAs, swimming pools, jazz joints, funeral parlors, taxicabs, doctors, dentists, and even police.


  In 1948 the United States was the richest and most powerful country on the planet. However, black Americans were not sharing equally in the country’s postwar prosperity. They were disproportionately poor, under-educated, and discriminated against in both the rural South and the urban North. The average annual salaries of black high school grads and college grads were roughly half of comparably educated whites. Naturally, their personal and economic success stories were fewer in number, and even the best, brightest, and most talented blacks were systematically denied equal access to opportunity or unfairly treated in the workplace. Top universities had few if any black professors or students. Black medical doctors were rare, black corporate execs even scarcer. Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, Ella Fitzgerald, and other great black musicians popular with whites were plentiful. Black movie stars, pro golfers, and NBA players were not. Joe Louis was an all-American hero, but there were only two blacks in Congress and no black staffers or black secretaries in the Truman White House. No big city had a black mayor.


  America was where a colorblind Constitution and the rule of law were supposed to guarantee every individual the equal right to live, speak, worship, work, vote, and travel freely, where your property rights were protected and where no matter how rich or poor you were you had the right to peacefully pursue your own happiness without fear from your government or neighbors. In reality, America had yet to live up to its founding principles and ideals for many of its people. Women, homosexuals, Latinos, Jews, and American Indians still had steep uphill legal roads to travel before they became free and equal citizens. And for fourteen million blacks—one in ten Americans—the Land of the Free was more like an extension of the feudal Mississippi Delta. From Boston to Atlanta to Los Angeles, practically everything of importance or great value in government, business, education, and entertainment was owned and operated by white people—white men, mostly. Interracial marriage was against the law in every state of the South and would technically stay that way until the restriction was declared unconstitutional by the US Supreme Court in 1967. In the North, blacks in cities like Pittsburgh were subjected to a range of blatant and subtle extralegal discriminations and social indignities in employment, in housing, and in their daily lives. They too had fewer and steeper paths to achieving the American Dream. But at least in the North they were equal to whites under the law. In the Jim Crow South, eighty-three years after the end of the Civil War, it was the law itself that hurt blacks and made certain they stayed third-class citizens in their own country.
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  In 1896 legal segregation had been given five decades of extended life by the Supreme Court of the United States. In the fateful Plessy v. Ferguson decision, the justices ruled 7–1 to uphold the constitutionality of “separate but equal.” The imprimatur of the highest court didn’t hide the fact that the South’s system of segregation was conspicuously un-American. Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal pointed out that obvious, yet ignored, truth to the country in An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy, his epic 1944 study of the black population and white-black relations.


  Myrdal was a Swedish scholar and politician hired in 1938 by the Carnegie Corporation to come to the United States and do an in-depth sociological study of the American Negro. His fifteen-hundred-page book was not light reading, but it sold one hundred thousand copies and greatly influenced the country’s future racial policies. It was heavily relied upon in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, the landmark 1954 Supreme Court case that ruled “separate but equal” schools were “inherently unequal” and therefore unconstitutional. Myrdal and his team of researchers, including future Nobel Peace Prize winner Ralph Bunche, traveled extensively through the South gathering data and observing blacks. Coincidentally, Myrdal himself spent time with John Wesley Dobbs in 1938. In what would be a mini-preview of his trip with Sprigle, Dobbs drove Myrdal around Georgia and introduced him to members of the South’s thin top-layer of black professionals and middle-class businessmen and farmers.


  Observing segregation through the unbiased eyes of a European liberal, Myrdal said he was immediately “shocked and scared to the bones by all the evils I saw, and by the serious political implications of the problem which I could not fail to appreciate.” Treating one-tenth of the population as inferior and denying them their basic civil and political rights violated what he called “the American Creed,” the ideals of liberty, equality, and justice for all that he believed Americans of all races, classes, and religions held in common.


  Myrdal famously warned that the mistreatment of millions of blacks under Jim Crow was “a moral problem” America was going to have to solve. He didn’t think solving it could be possible, however, until the majority of white people found out how horrible life was for the average black person in the South. There was “an astonishing ignorance about the Negro on the part of the white public in the North,” he said.


  Whites outside the South, Myrdal quickly realized, knew almost nothing about black people. Racist stereotypes predominated: They were criminals with low sexual morals and low intelligence who were good dancers and children of nature. Hollywood moviemakers exploited and perpetuated the worst racial stereotypes. Amos ’n’ Andy, America’s most popular radio show in the late 1920s and 1930s, reinforced the stereotypes even if it softened them with its humor and universal working-class values. Myrdal had no doubt that if the white public in the North could learn the facts about the conditions of black Americans, they’d “be prepared to give the Negro a substantially better deal.” “To get publicity,” Myrdal said presciently in 1944, “is of the highest strategic importance to the Negro people.” But for that to happen, he said blacks would need a lot more help from the northern white press than they were getting.


  What life was like for blacks under Jim Crow was no mystery to the four million blacks living in the North. Powerful national black papers like the Pittsburgh Courier and the Chicago Defender had been railing about the horrible situation in the South for decades. They exposed lynchings and other injustices in sensationalized news stories. They editorialized hard and long for federal civil rights legislation and other political, social, and economic reforms that would bring equality to blacks.


  But white people in the North didn’t read black newspapers. And the mainstream press in Pittsburgh and elsewhere did nothing to cure their white readers of their ignorance about black Americans. White papers rarely covered the growing black communities in their own urban backyards, much less black news from the South or around the country. The average white in the North had no way of knowing how impoverished or un-American daily life was for blacks in the South. The Big Media of the day—daily newspapers, news magazines, and network radio—had no moral or commercial interest in telling them. For more than half a century the best white print journalists in the North and South, including Ray Sprigle, had neglected, ignored, or not noticed the unconstitutional and shameful elephant in the national newsroom.
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  The Delta’s big sky was more cloudy than blue and the air blasting through the Mercury’s open windows was hot and sticky. The damp warm earth stretching to the horizons was brown except for a few trees and the thin green lines of a million baby cotton plants. Sprigle and Dobbs had a long muggy day ahead. Their first stop was going to be a segregated cemetery near Clarksdale, just off Highway 61. Dobbs had arranged a meeting there with a relatively wealthy dentist who had a tragic story to tell about two victims of the Jim Crow South’s cold-hearted race laws.


  The brown fields on both sides of two-lane Highway 61 were scattered to the horizons with ragged little columns of men, women, and children in overalls, printed cotton dresses, and wide straw hats. Sharecroppers. All of them were black. Some were in their seventies, some as young as five. Heads bowed, eyes to the ground, they mechanically worked their long hoes in short chops as they moved among the rows of baby cotton plants they’d be taking personal care of until picking time in the fall. If there hadn’t been telephone wires strung along the highway and Pepsi-Cola signs nailed to the fronts of the few “colored cafes” and general stores they passed, it could have been 1880.


  Despite their obvious differences, the two senior citizens were getting along famously. They were alike in many important ways—intelligent, self-educated, big talkers, political animals, fellow Republicans, and good fathers and husbands. A team of equals, they were worldly, accomplished men of influence at the top of their games. Both were celebrities, insiders, and newsmakers in their home states and were also known around the country. Both liked to drive their cars faster and eat more than they should, and both had long histories of stirring up trouble for people or institutions that deserved it.
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  Based on what Sprigle and Dobbs were seeing as they crossed the Delta, Jim Crow and his petty racism looked as invincible as ever. But up North in the corridors of federal power, the constitutional and moral legitimacy of segregation was coming under serious attack. Liberals led by Minneapolis mayor Hubert Humphrey were pressing for a strong civil rights plank to be hammered into the Democratic Party’s presidential platform in July. Northern progressives were finally serious about replacing “states’ rights with human rights,” as Humphrey aptly put it. They intended to make Negroes equal citizens under the law, especially in the South where a hardened web of state and local segregation laws, devious voting requirements, and legalized discrimination guaranteed they’d remain separate and unequal Americans forever.


  Black leaders, the NAACP, and the black press had been demanding federal action on civil rights and voting reform in the South for decades without success. Powerful entrenched southern Democrats in the US Senate had always been able to thwart Republican anti-lynching bills and other anti-discrimination bills with their filibusters and parliamentary maneuvers. Now Humphrey and his allies were asking the Party of Franklin Roosevelt to stand up to its powerful segregationist wing. The liberals were determined to force the Democratic Party to join the twentieth century and, after sixty years of enabling Jim Crow, make it live up to the letter and spirit of America’s ideals.


  It would take Congress, the US Supreme Court, and the yet-to-be-born civil rights movement another sixteen turbulent, often bloody years before the Southland’s cherished apartheid was outlawed. But the process of strangling old Jim Crow to death had already begun at the presidential level. The previous summer President Truman had surprised the country by suddenly making civil rights a federal priority. In a historic speech on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, he didn’t spell out what specific steps his administration would take, nor did he say when or where Washington would begin focusing its legal powers to eradicate racial discrimination. But every southern politician from Richmond to Little Rock understood the road the president was headed down when he said, “We can no longer afford the luxury of a leisurely attack upon prejudice and discrimination. There is much that State and local governments can do in providing positive safeguards for civil rights. But we cannot, any longer, await the growth of a will to action in the slowest State or the most backward community. Our National Government must show the way.”
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  The Mississippi Delta’s authoritative source for news about civil rights threats from Washington, and everything else of importance to the region’s white minority, was the Delta Democrat-Times. Its offices were in a brick building on Main Street in Greenville, the Delta’s biggest and wealthiest town with thirty thousand people. The daily paper was owned and edited by Hodding Carter Jr., a Pulitzer Prize–winning editorial writer and prolific freelancer who at age forty-one had made himself well known in the northern press as a moderate voice “of the New South.” Carter was smart, wealthy, sophisticated, dark-and-handsome, and, unlike most white southern Democrats, a liberal. A self-described redneck from Louisiana, he had received a fine northern education in Maine at prestigious Bowdoin College. He spent a year at Harvard as a Nieman Foundation journalism fellow and vacationed regularly at his summer house on the Maine coast. But he loved the Deep South and had made a second career out of doggedly explaining and defending its culture, history, ideals, habits, and artificial ecosystem of racial separation.


  The contents of the Delta Democrat-Times each day reflected Carter’s sharp opinions and scrappy spirit. He was an excellent, versatile writer. He could be lighthearted and satirical. But when he wrote editorials on serious political subjects, he didn’t pull any punches. Whether he was calling for Germany to be “erased as a nation” after World War II, scolding local planters for trying to fix the wages of cotton pickers, blasting a powerful southern senator for his crude racism, or telling northern liberal do-gooders to do good in their own backyards not his, it was always clear where he and his paper stood.


  Carter’s news judgment was radically inclusive for a white southern newspaper—he covered black people and looked out for their interests. He didn’t just run articles that reported on their minor criminal acts. He put photos of famous blacks like Jesse Owens on his front page, knowing he’d get heat—and hate—from white readers and his less enlightened white friends, advertisers, and subscribers. He editorialized in favor of better housing for Greenville’s eighteen thousand black residents and railed against the decision of the Daughters of the American Revolution not to let black performer Marian Anderson sing at Constitution Hall in Washington, DC. He even praised President Truman in 1947 for his early rhetorical calls for civil rights reform, saying his promise to put the Bill of Rights into full practice for everyone was “sound and courageous.” As an unwavering segregationist, he especially liked Truman’s promise that individuals and local governments would be protected from “dictatorial pressure from Washington.”


  Though Carter lived in a secluded corner of the very Deep South, there was nothing parochial about him. The town’s most famous citizen, he was intellectual, reasoned, well traveled, and connected with the elite national press. He even wrote poetry, novels, and nonfiction books. He was already part of the country’s nascent debate on civil rights, and he was active in professional journalism circles. He knew who Ray Sprigle was. He knew Sprigle had won his Pulitzer Prize after coming down to Alabama in 1937 and digging up the documents that proved FDR’s newly appointed Supreme Court justice Hugo Black had been an active member of the Ku Klux Klan. Carter had never met Sprigle—not yet. He wouldn’t find out why he was snooping around his beloved Delta until August, when Eleanor Roosevelt, Time magazine, and half the major newspapers in the country were talking about the trouble the famous Yankee reporter had stirred up.


   CHAPTER 2 Ray Sprigle, Star Reporter


  Eight months before setting off with John Wesley Dobbs, Ray Sprigle woke up in his western Pennsylvania house with troublemaking on his mind. September 25, 1947, was going to be a cool, cloudy day. Rain dripped through the leaves of the old hardwood trees that covered most of his 103-acre farm. His bosses at the Post-Gazette had already endorsed his idea to disguise himself as a Negro and infiltrate the Jim Crow South. He still didn’t know how he was going to safely dye his pale skin. But later that afternoon in Pittsburgh’s largest black neighborhood he was going to meet secretly with the executive secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, Walter F. White. White was in town to give a pep talk to the local NAACP branch. Sprigle wanted to brief White about his trip idea and ask him to find a southern black man brave enough to be his guide.


  Sprigle had no trouble getting a private meeting with the most influential civil rights leader in the country. The Post-Gazette’s star reporter was one of America’s elite newspapermen. He had burst onto the national scene ten years earlier for confirming rumors that President Roosevelt’s recent Supreme Court pick, former US senator Hugo Black of Alabama, had been a member of the Ku Klux Klan. Sprigle’s bombshell, which hit the front page of every daily newspaper in September of 1937, became the political scandal of the year. His investigative series in the Post-Gazette—energized by his and his conservative publisher’s deep hatred of FDR and the New Deal—began in typical Sprigle fashion with a bang and plenty of spin.


  Hugo Lafayette Black, Associate Justice of the United States Supreme Court, is a member of the hooded brotherhood that for ten long blood-drenched years ruled the Southland with lash and noose and torch, the Invisible Empire, Knights of the Ku Klux Klan.


  He holds membership in the masked and oath-bound legion as he holds his office in the Nation’s Supreme tribunal—for life.


  For Supreme Court Justice Hugo Lafayette Black bears the proud distinction that not a half dozen other men in the United States can claim. The cloaked and hooded Knights of the Klan have bestowed upon him the solid gold engraved Grand passport that betokens life-membership in the mysterious super-government that once ruled half a continent with terror and violence.




  Sprigle backed up his charges with great reporting. He had outfoxed a platoon of other big-city journalists who had descended upon Justice Black’s hometown of Birmingham looking for proof of his KKK past. Using a generous expense account, private detectives, and his natural schmoozing skills, Sprigle got his hands on the KKK membership papers Black had signed in the mid-1920s. He also procured the transcript of a speech the then newly elected US senator gave at a Klan gathering during which he thanked them for their support and professed eternal fealty to the principles of Anglo-Saxon supremacy.


  Justice Black rejected demands from the NAACP, Catholic groups, and others that he immediately resign from the high court. In a brief primetime radio broadcast heard by more than a third of the country, he didn’t explain or apologize. He tersely admitted he had joined the Klan but said he had resigned and never rejoined. Ironically, the former klansman went on to become a long-serving liberal jurist and friend of the NAACP who was consistently pro–civil rights.


  Sprigle’s authoritative exposé of Hugo Black made him famous far beyond Pittsburgh, where he was already a celebrity. It launched his name into the pages of Time, Newsweek, and a thousand newspapers. Life magazine did a multipage spread of him reenacting his sleuthing in Birmingham. He was interviewed in a Pathé newsreel that was shown in hundreds of movie theaters. The New York Times editorial page praised his reporting as “the best of the year,” but in Pittsburgh the local franchise of the KKK had a different opinion. In the dead of a foggy night, the Klan burned a fifteen-foot cross at a crossroads not far from the driveway to his farm and left a wooden tombstone bearing the message “Kastigate the Kallous Kallumniator Ray Sprigle.” Sprigle’s fellow ink-stained wretches had the last word on his Hugo Black series, however. In the spring of 1938 he was given his profession’s ultimate prize—a Pulitzer Prize for reporting.
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  Hard to find and difficult to access, Sprigle’s land leaned against a steep hillside on the outskirts of Coraopolis, an Ohio River community twelve miles west of downtown Pittsburgh. Halfway up the slope on about four flattish and cleared acres sat his white two-story house and a garage, a small barn, a well, a pond, and the meadow where the Post-Gazette editorial staff held its annual summer beer blasts. To reach Sprigle’s “feudal estate,” as his admiring coworkers called it, you had to scale a three-quarter-mile gravel and dirt driveway that was cut into the side of a cliff. In winter and spring a car needed tire chains to traverse the snow or mud.


  Sprigle, his wife, Agnes, and twelve-year-old daughter, Rae Jean, shared their isolated paradise with a bunch of tasty chickens, two ponies, a dozen or so cats, and a crazy English mastiff who preferred scrambled fresh eggs to dog food. Sprigle had bought the place in 1925. He called it his “farm,” or his “ranch,” and he had a few calluses on his hands. He cut grass with a scythe, cleared brush, grew vegetables, tended a pear orchard, and at various times raised chickens and bred bulldogs. But he was no farmer and no farmer’s son. His father, Emanuel, was a carpenter and contractor in Akron, Ohio, where he also served as president of city council. Sprigle and his younger brother, Harold, were raised in an upper-middle-class home where Democratic reform politics was practiced more rigorously than the doctrines of the German Reformed Church.


  Martin Ray Sprigle was born August 14, 1886. One of his fondest childhood memories was “helping” his father build a speaking platform for William Jennings Bryan, the populist Democrat and silver-tongued orator whose presidential campaign train stopped in Akron in 1896. Family lore says Bryan accidentally stepped on the young Sprigle’s hand, but Ray barely noticed. He was too swept away by the orations and populist message of “The Great Commoner”—especially his deep concern for the underdog. Though Sprigle grew up and became a conservative Republican, for the rest of his life he considered Bryan his “unvarnished” political hero.


  Sprigle went off to study at Ohio State University in 1905 but lasted only a year. He was asked to leave by school authorities after he turned up the heat of a bonfire at a football rally by adding someone’s barn. A failing grade in Greek didn’t help, either. Because the only thing Sprigle really ever liked about school was writing—and he was a talented scribe—he went from Ohio State straight into newspapering. At age twenty he was in Columbus covering the state penitentiary for the Ohio Sun, playing cards with prisoners through the bars of their cells, and acquiring a taste for police, crime, and corruption stories that would last half a century. For several years he worked as a reporter at papers from Ohio to Arkansas, sometimes for only a week, and usually specializing in crime.


  Meanwhile, he also tried his hand at fiction. He was good at it and had met lots of colorful real-life people to fictionalize. By 1911, at twenty-five, he had sold three short stories to Red Book, a top New York pulp-fiction magazine. The editor, who said later he thought he had discovered “the American Gorky,” told Sprigle to come to the Big Apple and possibly work for him at Red Book. Sprigle, on his way east with dreams of becoming a great writer of social realism like Russia’s Maxim Gorky, got only as far as the copy desk of the old Pittsburgh Daily Post. When he stopped in to say hello to a friend, he was invited to work a shift as a copy editor on the understaffed news desk. Though he continued to write and publish fiction, he took a job with the Post and never made it to New York City.


  Pittsburgh was a hard place for a young and single journalist to leave. In 1911 it was a newspaperman’s dream—a crowded industrial city rife with political corruption, prostitution, vice, Eastern European immigrants, radical politics, and labor ferment. Sprigle was a wiry dandy who wore a derby and spats and carried a walking stick. Slaving six ten-hour days a week, he quickly rose to become city editor of the Post, the city’s staunch Democratic paper. Meanwhile, his nights were filled with adventure and talk of social revolution. He was boarding in one of downtown Pittsburgh’s many brothels above an illegal bistro. Forty years later he described the smoky “speakeasy” as “a romantic madhouse” where off-duty prostitutes, madams, homosexuals, and “the self-baptized saviours of the world hung out.” Most of its denizens, i.e., most of his friends and associates, he confessed, were “the motley mob of Socialists, Communists, Syndicalists, Anarchists, idealists, bums, thugs, criminals, hoodlums and heroes that made up the Industrial Workers of the World—the IWW or the Wobblies.”


  At that formative time in his life, Sprigle’s soft spot for underdogs and the oppressed included Socialists, anarchists, and violent union organizers. He didn’t just drink beer with the Wobblies. For about two years he functioned “as a sort of unofficial organizer, ghost writer and general handyman” for them. His unholy mix of journalism and social rebellion came to a dramatic end, however, when he used his connections at city hall to get a blank parade permit, which he filled out himself so his Wobbly friends could march through downtown without being clubbed by police.


  Unfortunately, when two thousand grateful demonstrators reached the end of their route, outside the Post’s offices, they stood in the street and cheered their comrade Ray Sprigle by name. When his bosses put two and two together, Sprigle was sacked. He worked at several papers in Pittsburgh and Chicago before being forgiven by the Post and rehired as a reporter a couple of years later. He soon fell out of love with the nasty Wobblies and their dreams of overthrowing the employing class. In 1917 he enlisted in the Army. He had hoped to become a war correspondent, but the closest he got to France was a training camp in Virginia, where he ran the camp paper for ten months.


  In 1922, back in Pittsburgh and again the Post’s city editor, Sprigle finally settled down. At age thirty-six he married Agnes Trimmer, the tall young woman he had been talking to on the streetcar every morning for several years as they rode to work. She did the etching on expensive gold-dipped glassware for a company that catered to the wealthy and superstars like actress Lillian Russell. “Mother was a perfect match for Daddy,” their daughter Rae said in 2016. “She was majestic and commanding. She was five-foot-eight, unusual for a woman of her generation. The only person she respected was Daddy. She read voraciously and was addicted to politics.”


  Prohibition was in full swing. Women could vote but no one could legally drink. It was a decade of speakeasies, organized crime, flappers, jazz, sex, soaring and crashing stocks, silent movies, strikes, race riots, Republican presidents, Babe Ruth, the rise and fall of the KKK, the birth of commercial radio and talkie newsreels, and exploding newspaper circulations. Pittsburgh was growing into the fifth biggest newspaper market in the country. The city’s three largest daily newspapers—in order, the working-class Press, the Republican Gazette Times, and the Democratic Post—were fiercely competitive.


  Muckraking journalism sold papers, and city editor Sprigle and his staff made the most of his adopted city’s rich muck. He mounted aggressive campaigns against speakeasies, gambling joints, and brothels and went after crooks, bad cops, and corrupt politicians. The Post went from neighborhood to neighborhood, taking photos of buildings and printing them in the paper with big white arrows pointing to the illegal bars, gambling dens, and whorehouses. Also provided were the property owners’ names and handsome portraits of the police inspectors who were not doing their jobs. Sprigle was causing so much trouble that the most famous madam in town sent a pair of thousand-dollar bills to his desk, but he declined Nettie Gordon’s bribe and continued his crusade.


  In 1927 Sprigle’s newspaper career—and the rest of his life—was altered when Paul Block, a friend and business associate of William Randolph Hearst, bought the Pittsburgh Daily Post and another Pittsburgh daily. By the time Block and Hearst were finished swapping the four Pittsburgh newspapers they owned, Block had created the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. Like its owner—and like Sprigle, its portly forty-one-year-old city editor—the new morning paper was Republican and conservative.


  Though an editor, Sprigle occasionally still reported stories. He went undercover for the first time in 1928 during a long state-wide strike by twenty thousand coal miners. Realizing he knew nothing for sure about the strike his paper was covering every day, or coal mining, he got himself hired as a strikebreaker. For a week he ate, slept, lived, and worked underground in a fenced off and heavily protected mine camp with six hundred other “scabs.” Heavily promoted in advance, his six-part series “Down in a Mine Pit” promised readers it would tell the truth in an impartial and un-sensationalized way, and it did.


  The series was a huge success journalistically, and it would become a model for Sprigle’s future undercover ventures. The heavy Page 1 headline (“Editor Lands Job to Dig Coal and Truth in Mines”) and large photo of Sprigle dressed in his miner’s gear did a great job of selling the story to readers. Sprigle wrote in the first person, telling his story in an engaging way, exactly as it happened to him. His series didn’t outrage the public or bring about reforms in mine safety, and it was deemed to be evenhanded. But as a spying journalist he delivered tons of detailed information about coal mining and miners that average readers never could have learned otherwise.
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  Nearly two years later Sprigle found himself a central player in a crime story that sounded like one of his fictional tales for Red Book magazine. It started in late December of 1929 when a Pennsylvania state trooper was shot dead and another was wounded north of Pittsburgh. The killers—blonde ex-waitress Irene Schroeder and her lover Glenn Dague—were identified, but they disappeared. The hunt for the fugitives was the biggest newspaper story in western Pennsylvania for two weeks. It had died down when Sprigle, working at his desk on a Tuesday night, read a two-paragraph Associated Press wire story from Chandler, Texas. Two men and a “blonde gunwoman” had shot and kidnapped a deputy sheriff, dumped him out of their car, and fled west. As he wrote when retelling the story twenty years later, “That was all. But to me there was only one blonde gunwoman in all the world. And she was my Irene.”


  Sprigle made a few calls and soon learned the shootout actually occurred a thousand miles away in Chandler, Arizona, where the sheriff’s office told him a posse of fifty deputies, local cowboys, and Maricopa Indians was at that very moment surrounding the three fugitives in the rugged desert canyons. Sprigle was still on the phone when word came in that the trio had been captured and were being brought in on horseback. Schroeder and Dague would not give their real names. But when Sprigle heard that a sales slip found in their car had been made out to a “James Crawford” of New Concord, Ohio—Schroeder’s brother—he shouted, “That’s them! That’s them!”


  Sprigle immediately hopped a train to Columbus, Ohio, and a plane to Phoenix. But it still took him three days to get to the jail where Schroeder, aka “the trigger blonde,” and Dague were the center of a media circus. The first Pittsburgh reporter on the scene, he wrote the big scoop for the Post-Gazette. He rode on the train with the killers back to Pittsburgh, writing stories all the way. He covered their trial. Then he was an official witness at their back-to-back executions in Pennsylvania’s electric chair. As he described it, Schroeder—after sneering “over at us newspapermen”—“surged desperately under the terrific power of 2,000 volts. The heavy, flaccid breasts rose, firm, rounded and pointed like a girl’s.” After the executioner switched off the third jolt, “a wisp of smoke rose from the blonde head.”


  Covering the Schroeder-Dague case was a great thrill for a true-crime fan like Sprigle. The story was later turned into an NBC radio network drama, and he would always say he considered it the greatest achievement of his newspaper career. Going to Arizona also changed Sprigle’s life in several ways. He fell in love with the Southwest, made friends with the Maricopa Indians, and drove there each year on family vacations. It was also where he lost his nondescript 1930s businessman’s hat and discovered the wide-brimmed Stetson that became his signature lid for the rest of his life. The last name “Crawford” was a less obvious legacy of his Wild West adventure. It became his lucky alias, and he used it for the first time a year later when, posing as a homeless derelict named Ed Crawford, he booked himself into a Pennsylvania state mental hospital.


  Starting on March 6, 1931, Sprigle gave more than two hundred thousand Post-Gazette readers a gripping personal tour of life inside May-view, a sprawling campus of large brick buildings where thirty-four hundred men and women were warehoused under conditions that were closer to a concentration camp’s than a refuge for the poor, sick, and homeless. Another Sprigle special, perhaps the most emotionally powerful one he’d ever write, “Over the Hills to Mayview” was a brilliant account of a grim reality the public knew nothing about and could never see. Mayview was one of several gigantic institutions of its kind in the Pittsburgh countryside. It was:


  a great hospital ward, where idiots, insane, the tubercular, paralytics, victims of social diseases, sufferers from virulently communicable skin diseases are pitchforked together, hit-or-miss, cheek by jowl in a long, low basement room, locked—day and night. In that fetid, hot, almost airless prison, these men on the high hospital beds use a common comb, drinking cups in common, from time to time a common towel, a shaving brush in common, and a crowded lavatory in common.




  He lived for a week at the state hospital. His series ran on Page 1 for six straight days. What he wrote about, and how he wrote it, was shocking, heartbreaking, Dickensian. It began with an editorial disclaimer saying it was just one man’s story, one man’s experiences, and it did not pretend to be an expert technical analysis. The disclaimer also said “it was not meant to be an attack on the institution or its management,” but the series couldn’t help but be exactly that. At the time, Mayview, which was administered for the state by the corrupt Allegheny County government, was being audited. Its officials were in the papers every other day for having been caught rigging bids for furniture, faking food purchases, and other malfeasances. Its annual recreation budget was five hundred dollars. And while its inmates ate sticky cooked cereal and rarely saw an egg, its superintendent recently had been caught dining at his own table on caviar and winter strawberries.


  In January of 1932 Sprigle left newspapering for politics. The previous fall, despite being a journalist, he had worked hard to elect his good friend and neighbor, “Buck” McGovern, to one of three Allegheny County commissioner positions. McGovern, a reformer and cost-cutter, and another Republican formed the majority, which meant they ran the county government and got to dish out the fat patronage jobs. McGovern appointed Sprigle the new Allegheny County property and supplies director. Sprigle was well prepared for the job, thanks to two decades of observing corrupt political machines and his faithful adherence to the precepts of his reform hero, William Jennings Bryan. The position paid a handsome sixty-eight hundred dollars a year—about $120,000 today. Overnight it made him one of the most powerful men in local government. When half a dozen other departments were consolidated into his, he was in charge of everything the county owned, from the courthouse to paperclips and five asphalt plants. The former city editor was the chief of the county police, the county purchasing agent, and sales agent.


  Wielding his power from a desk in a spartan cubbyhole in the county building, Sprigle wasted no time shaking things up and paring them down. He sold county junk he found stashed in closets and real estate the county didn’t know it owned. He cut county jobs and rejected bids for new furniture at the county airport because it was too expensive for a waiting room. One of his first moves was to institute time clocks for county employees—incompetent political hacks renowned for spending more time sleeping than working. He decreed that county officials, including judges, could no longer use expensive embossed stationery. He put the county building’s watchmen in new uniforms and gave them badges. He declared a war of extermination on the armies of cockroaches in the basement. He steam-cleaned the county jail and morgue. All that was done in the first month.


  For four years Director Sprigle’s official actions, antics, and fiery political speeches put his name or face in the papers every week. He was occasionally criticized, but he was treated tenderly by his old newspaper buddies, who took advantage of his cheerful troublemaking and natural public relations skills. He ignored the constant, not-always mild complaints he got for fouling the air with his corncob pipe during commissioners meetings, which he continued even after the time he set a wastebasket on fire and filled the room with billowing yellow smoke.


  His most publicized antic, which brought him national attention in the press, revolved around his futile efforts to drive off the several thousand starlings and Belgian pigeons that had taken up residence on the roof and windowsills of the county building. Sprigle tried noise, but his greatest success, albeit fleeting, came when he ordered Roman candles to be shot at the roosting pests each night at midnight. With a quiver of long Roman candles in his suit pocket, he was photographed firing the first shots of the battle himself. Director Sprigle did many more important things, including catching nine cement companies who were colluding to fix their county bids and personally auctioning off two county asphalt plants in the courthouse lobby.


  Meanwhile, he earned his political appointment by being a loyal Republican Party firebrand at public meetings and on the radio. At one mass meeting he assailed the state legislators that represented the 12th District, his own district, as “a collection of bums, owned, absolutely, body and soul, by the public utilities.” He blasted local and state politicians and railed about the rotten politics of Pennsylvania and the “gang of drunks” who met in hotel rooms and selected candidates that disgraced the state Republican Party.


  In the fall of 1935, the Roosevelt Revolution finally arrived in Pittsburgh, sweeping Republicans out of their city and county offices. Sprigle, who had told a local columnist he was hankering to get back into newspapering, was welcomed back at the Post-Gazette as a general assignment reporter, the position he’d hold until the day he died. Supported by publisher Paul Block, who paid him well and deployed him in his escalating war against FDR like a piece of artillery, Sprigle quickly became the P-G’s star product. In 1936, starting with the case of a murdered seventeen-year-old girl, he wrote thirty-eight articles. Most began on Page 1. He kept up that pace, with time out for his Pulitzer story on Hugo Black, until Hitler turned his bombsights on England.


  World War II kept Sprigle busy. With great fanfare the Post-Gazette flew him by way of Lisbon to London in June of 1940 during the first weeks of the Battle of Britain. Almost daily, for four months, as Spit-fires and Messerschmitts dueled over southern England and German bombers terrorized London, he cabled feature stories to the Post-Gazette about British civilians coping with “the nightmare of total war.” During the Blitz, he joined the thousands of families who spent their nights in subway shelters as bombs shook the earth six stories above them. He interviewed bombing victims and farmers and firefighters and rode a slow train through the blacked-out city during an intensive German air raid.


  He was never in real danger. What he wrote about the first week or two of the nightly bombings in September was good dramatic stuff: “The clouds are lit with flames of scattered fires. The night is filled with the constant roar of hundreds of guns that shatter the sky with bursting shells from darkness until dawn.” But during the day London was just a bustling metropolis going about its business. With no German invasion imminent, he was actually getting bored. In a rare letter to his wife, Agnes, he wrote that London under siege wasn’t as harrowing as the American press was making it out to be. Cranky that he had been ordered to stay an extra three months, he wondered if his war stories—which his publisher and patron Paul Block said he liked—were really any good.


  Sometimes I think they are all right and then again as I look over some of them I think they smell. It doesn’t seem to make much difference what Mr. Block thinks of them, he doesn’t even buy the paper. I wonder what the readers think.


  The difficulty I have is to find unusual or newsworthy things to write about. Back there you can’t even imagine how humdrum things are in England even with a war going on. Nobody seems to care very much, no one is worried or alarmed.


  Now I know from what I get in Time and the few papers from the states I can get that people back there must have an idea that we are all running around in circles here. And I have an idea that they expect that in my stories too. Well I can’t write that stuff because it isn’t true. I know you’ve been getting some cockeyed stories about raids on London. All these raids do is make a lot of people lose sleep. But not anymore. I stayed up for Saturday’s raids in order to
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Ray Sprigle set off a national story by proving former Senator Hugo Black of Ala-
bama had been a member of the KKK. COURTESY OF THE PITTSBURGH POST-GAZETTE
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