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Dedication

Virginia Gregg knew how to be a friend. She was fair and uncompromised in her evaluation of others. I worked with her on hundreds of radio shows primarily with Jack Webb and Dragnet. She had a sense of humor that was intelligent and sophisticated, but always kind. A woman of many talents, she was a professional musician early in her life, and a supreme actress of great diversity in radio, TV, and film. She was loved and admired by her fellow workers in network radio, film, and television of which I include myself. Loved and respected by her sons and family, she was notably beautiful, physically as well as spiritually. She was dedicated to her sons and family, and lived a full life of grace and dignity. Whenever it was known by cast and crew that she would be part of a project, it was an inspiration to all involved. I met her when I was about sixteen years old; we became friends when I was just beginning in network radio, before television. When I would have a difficult part to play, and we were on the air, live, I would come back to the table where all the actors were seated and Virginia would whisper to me, “You were great!” or “Terrific!” When I realized that women in radio had to be well groomed, I asked her, “Where do you go?” “Well, I go to Max Factor on Highland, off Hollywood Blvd.” After saving up enough money to go there, I went, feeling like a queen, because ‘Ginny’ went there. After a long absence, raising a family and a divorce, I came back to work and was to be married to Irish actor, Sean McClory. Virginia was among the first I called to invite. She said, “Oh Peggy, I’d love to! But, I have this sick old lady I have to take care of.” I questioned her about getting someone else to watch her for a few hours, but she said, “No, I have to do it.” Virginia, true to her unselfish nature, avoided what she knew would have saddened all on my Wedding Day.

She was taking care of an old lady. Without saying so, she was speaking of herself. She died within a week.

Peggy Webber September 2020


Author’s Note

After months of researching legendary Virginia Gregg, I find myself writing this introduction at a roll top desk in a quaint, turn of the century bed-and-breakfast much like the house that Virginia grew up in in Southern Illinois. As I type, my iPhone plays a score from Virginia’s symphony days. Her instrument is difficult to ascertain on its own, but with enough concentration, I can faintly make out the beautiful undergirding of her double bass viol in these recordings produced more than fifty years before my own birth. These melodies make for a lovely time travel vortex that allows me to feel the essence of a woman I have come to know and to love over the past few months in researching and writing about her life and career that is so far removed from my own here in the 2020s.

She has come to life throughout the researching and writing processes and has taught me many things. I have learned to knit the way she did – the German way. I submerged myself into the Golden Age of radio and film, and the early years of American symphony and media production to find fragments of Virginia she left behind in these worlds. I have connected with fascinating people in whom Virginia downloaded pieces of herself throughout various eras in her lifetime, and I have gone far beyond my comfort zone in examining a virtual stranger’s most intimate life details. Though a writer for many years, this is my first official biographic effort, and it has been truly “marvelous” as Virginia would say, and though she passed from this life before my own birth, like so many others, I too can say, “Virginia Gregg helped me get started in my career.”

I have had many people ask me throughout the researching and writing process, “You’re thirty years old. Why did you choose Virginia Gregg to do a biography on?” I love that question, because I’m still trying to come up with the answer myself. In a way, I don’t feel like I chose this project; I feel like this project chose me. It was during the Great Quarantine of 2020 in which I “met” Virginia through her frequent roles in television’s Gunsmoke. Like so many others across the globe during that confusing time of hiding in our homes from the invisible enemy named coronavirus, I found myself with a bit of extra time on my hands and an insatiable need to connect with a seemingly simpler time that had never heard of COVID-19 or task force briefings. My family and I stayed huddled in our home for weeks and then months binge watching our favorite classic shows until we had the all-clear from the powers that be. During this time, I noticed a particular character actress who had a captivating, and yet familiar quality. She appeared in many episodes, but unlike other familiar character actors, she never seemed to play the same type of role. Her range even on this one series was phenomenal. In doing some basic research on her filmography per the Internet Movie Database (IMDB), I marveled at its length, but also the number of decades and great range represented in her television and film work. I learned she was a favorite choice of Jack Webb’s, making her one of the most familiar faces within the Dragnet franchise. I learned she voiced the infamous “Norman Bates’” mother in all three Psycho films. I learned she could do painfully serious, funny, drunk, and desperate all with the same potent believability and charm. There was hardly a television series in which she didn’t appear throughout the 50s-80s, but once my research led me to her radiography (what there is documented) I was further convinced she had something very different than her peers, and I wanted to know what it was.

In prying into her personal life online, I was dismayed to find limited, and contradicting information (if there’s one thing I’ve learned from this project, it is just how inadequate the internet truly is when it comes to its history recording efforts). Upon learning she was a small-town gal like myself, I contacted the historic society in her hometown to ask if they might have a biography on her. The response was, “No, but one should be written.” I pondered that for a while and thought what fun it would be to not only write about this mysterious talent, but also to exhume the information myself outside of the standard ways to which my generation is most accustomed: Googling ad nauseum. Many biographers have the benefit of certain content guides found among their subjects’ personal effects such as diaries, letters, and scrapbooks. Virginia Gregg was an extremely private person and didn’t make provisions for a biographer. While a general sketch of her life story can be easily accessed online, she left very few clues beyond the basic facts.

She didn’t make the research process easy for me, but she certainly made it rewarding.

As a former therapist, I used to be in the business of helping others find their voices for the first time, or for the first time in a long while. I have been out of that business for some time now and have moved into the work of giving voice to others’ life stories who perhaps, for whatever reason, were not given an opportunity to be properly credited or understood before their earthly departure.

Virginia Gregg needs no help with her voice, as she still has a very viable, unique one of her own that can be heard loud and clear in her work and in the personal accounts of her family, friends, and colleagues. In this presentation of her life and career, I in no way attempt to give a voice to someone who already has a great one; I simply attempt to share a composite of a life I personally admire and continue to learn from in hopes that others can more fully do the same. I am removed from Ms. Gregg’s story and voice by a few generations, and in no way could assume to understand the true nature of the context of her journey, as the years she lived were before my own birth. This book is no summary, as no one’s life can ever be truly summarized. This is merely a collection of recorded historical and personal accounts of an individual who greatly contributed to radio, television, film, and to the lives of her family, friends, colleagues, fans, to the art of art itself, and to the world.

This is a chronicle of research, but as a caveat to readers, Virginia Gregg was and is so much more than any book could relay (as all biographic subjects are). While humanity can be better understood through historic preservation, people themselves are much more than collections of facts, records, and personal accounts. In reading this biography, I hope never to even attempt to speak for Ms. Gregg, but to simply introduce you to her in a way that allows you to better hear her voice for yourself. I’m merely turning up the volume on a compelling story that has many elements of connection, inspiration, and grit from which we all can learn.

This work is published after months of sifting through documents, newspaper articles, radio recordings, and historical records in tandem with countless interviews, phone calls, emails, texts, and snail mail exchanges that helped bring the research points into technicolor. While the research presented in these pages has been carefully conducted and compiled with the utmost intentionality, gaps are present and due to the nature of the historical accounts collected and presented, the entirety of any story can never be shared. I hope you will view this as a showcase of several significant portions of Ms. Gregg’s life that have contributed toward the legacy she has left behind, and perhaps consider your own in a new way.

This biography is part record and part experience, as all humanity is. It includes primary and secondary data along with the unique interpretation of the researcher and writer herself. The facts and experiential content found in the following pages are accurate in so much as any historical account can be. There are some discrepancies on certain records and dates, but those are generally detailed on a case-by-case basis. The experiential accounts presented by individuals mentioned in this book have been contributed of their own free will based on their own personal recollections and experiences.

The title of the book is Uncredited because while Ms. Gregg was eventually credited in many of her productions, as is evidenced on her IMDB profile, many of those credits were not published until long after the productions’ release (and after her death), if published at all. While IMDB does a fabulous job of chronicling filmographies, it may be impossible for anyone to compile an exhaustive list of Ms. Gregg’s works (especially with regard to her radio career). She was uncredited in many productions in radio, television, and film because during her active years in those media, crediting policies were not what they are today in the 2020s. No IMDB database existed in the days she was active in the business for fans, colleagues, and potential producers and directors to access in examination of an artist. While many of her works are detailed in the pages hereafter, no exhaustive list of her complete works in any media exists.

As a researcher and writer, I approach this biography with three glaring personal biases that should be mentioned straightaway: First, I never had the privilege of meeting the star of this bio; therefore, I have researched and written from behind a glass, so-to-speak. Second, I am removed from the historical context by a couple of generations; therefore, my postmodern worldview will undoubtedly be evident throughout this work. This is significant in that my worldview as a researcher and writer is an indirect byproduct of the eras I have studied and shared about in the following pages. Third, I am a fan of Virginia Gregg, and my interpretation of her career and life will certainly be based on my overall favorable opinion of her and her contribution to our world. Not all biases are negative, though they should be acknowledged in any effort to share information in an ethical and veracious way.

Some of the contextual information found in this biography may be obvious or even painfully boring to some, leaving readers asking, “What the devil does this have to do with Virginia Gregg?” but in an effort to preserve and further the particular segment of history of which Ms. Gregg was a part, I believe it is important to detail as much context as possible for generations, like my own, who may be unaware of some of the era-related implications that make her story so great.

Perhaps most importantly, a very special thanks to all who made this biography possible. Thank you to all those who have been so kind to contribute their time, memories, and support to this project. I have been so fortunate to connect with many remarkable individuals whose journeys intersected with Ms. Gregg’s in unforgettable ways. Empirical research is so important in any project of this nature, but the ways in which we touch each other’s lives is truly how “biography” is created. One of the most rewarding elements of researching and writing this book has been connecting with family members, friends, and colleagues of Ms. Gregg who have been so generous to share their stories with me. Due to the disastrous nature of the year 2020 for us all, the quarantine culture and multiple natural disasters throughout the United States prevented me from meeting many of my contacts in person. Many times, we only had a phone or email address through which to communicate, and despite my communication clumsiness through these means, I was fortunate enough to “meet” so many wonderful, wonderful people who helped bring this book to life. A very special thanks to Virginia’s son, Jaime del Valle and his wife Christine for their support of this writing project and for sharing the lovely memories of Virginia. It has been a delight to get to know the del Valles, and Virginia through them.

Thank you to all the stellar people at SPERDVAC who not only personally directed me to many archive interviews and recordings with and about Virginia, but for being instrumental in creating these archive interviews and recordings in the first place. The grand efforts of organizations like SPERDVAC are so important for later generations, of which I am a part, to experience a bit of time travel through the voices and the stories of previous eras. Without SPERDVAC’s vigilant efforts in capturing pieces of history through interviews and recordings, the beautiful, hilarious, and heartbreaking stories (many of which you will find in this book) would have been lost forever. While I so appreciate SPERDVAC as a whole, I also want to specifically name a few people within the entity who have been especially impactful in the creation of this book: Larry & John Gassman, Walden Hughes, Timothy Knofler, and Barbara Watkins.

A special thanks to all the wonderful old time radio researchers who helped guide my own research in this project. Without the preservation work of so many researchers before me, this biography would have been incredibly difficult if not impossible to write. Thank you, John Dunning for your incredible work Tune in Yesterday: The Ultimate Encyclopedia of Old Time Radio 1925-1976; J. David Goldin’s RadioGOLDINdex; OldTimeRadioDownloads. com; Jerry Haendiges Vintage Radio Logs; RUSC Old Time Radio; and The Digital Deli. Your work is invaluable, and I am ever grateful for your efforts to preserve this wonderful history of the Golden Age of radio.

A special thanks to Karl Schadow for his guidance and encouragement. A special thanks to Chuck Schaden for his preservation work in creating recordings of so many interviews with legendary artists like Virginia, and for making them available on his website. I also want to thank him for his graciousness in allowing me to interview him about interviewing her.

A special thanks to those wonderfully talented colleagues of Virginia’s who were so kind in sharing their memories with me: Kami Cotler, Ann Robinson, Ann Dusenberry, Anne Whitfield, Barbara Fuller, Joan Del Mar, Gerald Farber, Samuel “Dubs” Smith, and a very special thank you to Peggy Webber who was not only wonderful to talk with on our phone calls, but who so graciously wrote the beautiful dedication at the beginning of this book.

I also want to thank the “dear hearts and gentle people” in Virginia’s hometown of Harrisburg, Illinois who gave me the grand tour of the town along with invaluable sources of information for my research. Thank you, Eric Gregg, Gillum Ferguson, Mark Motsinger, Krystal Wilson, and the Saline County Historical Society. Also, a thank you to the family of Catherine Ames for the photos and news clippings despite the death of her nephew Larry Ames during the course of this writing project.

Finally, a special thank you to Ben Ohmart for believing in this book and allowing me to share Virginia’s story through BearManor Media.

To everyone mentioned above, thank you all for being so patient with my nosiness and excavation efforts in gathering all the information I could about one of our favorite voices in media history. It has been a great pleasure partnering with you in these research efforts. Thank you for allowing history to live on through your intimate contributions!

-Lona Bailey

True to Dragnet form, the story you are about to read is true.


CHAPTER 1: THE ACTRESS’ ACTRESS


“DEAR DICK: How come Jack Webb uses Virginia Gregg in so many of his productions? She got something on him?”



Virginia Gregg has one of the most recognizable faces and voices in American media. Known to her family, friends, and close colleagues as “Ginny,” she steadily worked as a character actress in radio, television, and film for over forty years during a pivotal time in American history that had far-reaching implications for the life and death of radio dramas, the emergence of the television series, and the evolution of film. She was versatile enough to fluidly move from medium to medium and bring a wide range of characters to life in a multidimensional way. Many recognize her face or her voice, but very rarely both as belonging to the same individual because she performed in such varied capacities spanning so many decades in so many different media. It is hard to imagine from the same person came the unforgettably eerie voice of infamous “Norman Bates’” mother in Hitchcock’s classic thriller Psycho, the seductive, throaty voice of “Richard Diamond’s” Park Avenue girlfriend “Helen Asher,” and the soft, broken English of “Paladin’s” ardent Chinese friend, “Hey Girl,” in Have Gun Will Travel.

Needless to say, in her forty + year career, she was never typecast, “unless it’s as a woman,” as she said.1

The historic misogyny of the entertainment industry is evident in the above role descriptions, as Virginia was often “the mother of ” “the girlfriend of. . . .” “the friend of.” She also had the artistic tendency to have these roles in support of male leads billed in a descriptive nature using nouns and adjectives more often than character names. It often took an article and a preposition to denote her contribution to a given production (if she was credited at all that is): “Featuring Virginia Gregg as the blank of blank.” She rarely stood on her own in character portrayals, playing second fiddle to male leads and often having no specific character name at all in many television and film productions. Amanda Blake was Gunsmoke’s “Miss Kitty,” Jeanette Nolan was The Virginian’s “Holly Granger,” and Barbara Hale was Perry Mason’s “Della Street.” While these three women were also subjected to the second fiddle position in relation to their male counterparts, they are generally recognized by specific names rather than descriptions. She was the “the-of ” of radio, television, and film for over forty years, which isn’t particularly remarkable if you have small talent, but in her case, her talent was so weighty, she seemed to have an unending range, artistic supply, and combination of raw and professionally trained talent.

Fellow character actor and longtime friend, Parley Baer, described Virginia’s talent as inexhaustible. He felt she was wasted in many supporting roles, such as “Nurse ‘Nosy’ Parker” on radio’s The Story of Doctor Kildare, that did little to tap the breadth of her ability. He said whatever she gave to a role was always merely scratching the surface, and that she always had more to give regardless of the role.2 She never seemed to mind being harnessed in supporting roles nor being under the thumb of Hollywood’s patriarchy. She learned to play the industry game and excelled in whatever was handed to her – a knack for versatility that served her well in both her personal and professional life.

Virginia’s range brought her voice into the homes of millions of Americans for over forty years in all mainstream media, in addition to several side projects such as her recordings of countless audio books for organizations such as Recordings for the Blind and her recordings of flight announcements for Trans World Airlines (TWA). I’m wondering how many waiting passengers listened to their flight schedule announced through the airport terminals, and thought, “Gee, that voice sounds familiar. Wasn’t she the mom on Psycho?” Probably no one.

She could transform her vocal cords into natives of Scandinavia, Russia, China, and Ireland on a dime. She could emulate an eightyyear old charwoman, a Grand duchess of flawless proper British, a gun moll from the Bronx, a loud-mouthed hillbilly, a southern saloon madam, an alluring Spanish señorita, or a ten-year old American boy (sometimes playing a variety of roles such as these even within the same script).3 In radio she made herself virtually untraceable because of her vocal diversity, and with the help of props and makeup, she became just as untraceable in television and film. She excelled at vocal and physical submersion in her roles, appearing much older or younger than her true age. The portions of her radiography and filmography available are quite confusing when trying to understand their progressions chronologically because her roles often did not correspond with her ages. That, coupled with the industry’s tendency to leave certain actors and actresses uncredited during the Golden Age before the development of Hollywood’s modern crediting policies, means that a complete list of her works could never be compiled for any media.

SUPPORTING PLAYERS

Virginia was often one of the strongest backbones of productions, providing unconditional, high quality support for the leads, in the process giving viewers some fabulous entertainment experiences, many of which stuck with them years after viewing (i.e. who can’t quote at least a line or two of “Norman Bates’” mother in Hitchcock’s classic Psycho?). In staying so focused on her own role and its broader contribution to a given script, she helped create an on-screen (or on-mic) environment for the leads that allowed them to more fully engage with their own craft, having the full backing of the supporting roles fueling the collective synergy of the production. Virginia had the remarkable ability to calibrate to the energy of her fellow actors and actresses and each particular production in radio, television, and film. She believed in everyone pulling his or her own weight, which allowed for a rich and balanced recording scenariosomething that is a rare treat for many in the industry.

While seemingly counterintuitive, if you don’t particularly notice the supporting actors and actresses within a production, that usually means they are doing a fantastic job. Occasionally however, someone is so extraordinary within multiple supporting roles that you do notice them, and in those cases, you may have encountered a star, who for whatever reason, just happened to not be billed as such. As Virginia herself described: “I was a character actress from the day I started, and I still am, and that delights me. That’s exactly what I want to be. I am pleased with it. That’s my story.”4

There are many remarkable things about Virginia Gregg and her presence in American media. For starters, her linear media presence for over forty years is something to be marveled. She was able to stay between the lines of stardom and burnout riding the waves of media’s vast changes from the 1940s-1980s. For her, the goal was not stardom, not the lavish Hollywood lifestyle of so many of her peers, and not even the glamourous roles of the Golden Age. In our current culture we love the pay off, don’t we? Sure, I’ll put in the hard work, but what will it get me? For Virginia, she needed no guarantee before she signed on hardwork’s dotted line. She worked hard not because of an idealistic payoff, but because that’s who she was and what she valued. Doing hardwork for hardwork’s sake is something that may today seem at best a bit old fashioned and at worst altogether pointless, but it was paramount to her. She became an actress because she wanted to be one, and she became so dedicated to that dream that the personal hardship she faced did not keep her from attaining it. I don’t know that she herself would see that as the remarkable thing it is in light of the challenges that threatened that dream so often throughout her life. I don’t know that she would agree with my interpretation of her as a pioneer for women and a historical figure to be hailed. She seemed to naturally exude humility, and I don’t think she was intentionally trying to crusade or champion any cause with her life story, though she certainly did.

As a woman, Virginia led an incredibly beautiful and tragic life. She persevered as a full-time working mother who pioneered through two divorces, breast cancer, and widowhood during the 1940s-1960s, a time in which women were still wrestling to find their voices in the American justice system, in the media industry, and in the world. She believed so fervently in her dream to be an actress, she overcame tremendous personal struggles while staying steadily dedicated to her children, and to a linear presence in media, which is certainly something to be hailed.

After a friend of mine persevered through a particularly difficult season of life, I once asked, “How did you make it through that?” to which they replied, “I didn’t know not to.” I think that explanation may also apply to several of Virginia’s hardships. She wasn’t an intentional pioneer or feministic crusader in how she lived her life; she was simply doing what she believed at the time was the right thing, and thus a story was written that up until now has not been fully told. She was so grounded in herself that she faced adversity with natural conviction and grit in order to continue on toward her decided life goals. In other words, she knew hardship might cause some damage, but she refused to let it derail the dream. In a world where goals and convictions can be so ambiguous and so fluid, I personally appreciate someone of such rigor.

In interviewing many of her colleagues, even if they remembered no specifics of the production in which they worked with her, they immediately recalled Virginia as the consummate professional and ever gracious friend. Her reputation in the industry endures as a grounded dichotomy of professional and friend. She is remembered as a fabulously talented, hardworking, versatile, and committed actress, yet always an accessible motherly confidant ready to be a shoulder to cry on, and the go-to fixer and mender for all malfunctions in media and in the human experience. She could offer a steady shoulder and kind words to keep a distressed fellow cast (or crew) member focused through a script, turn to repair the intricate workings of Stacy Harris’ sacred gold cigarette lighter, and moments later flood the airwaves with sobbing sincerity if the script called for it. She could tune the orchestra members’ instruments, work out technical kinks for the engineers, brew the studio coffee, and come back to her chair to complete a perfect pearl stitch on her latest handiwork in between her turns at the mic. The consensus among her coworkers in the radio world was: “If it’s broken, go see Ginny.” The always patient, understanding, collected, and prepared, Virginia was the proverbial girl scout whom everyone considered their best friend. In getting to know her through this research process, I really don’t think she had the ability to be any other way.

Even in its very structure, her biography is a reflection of her: perhaps more essence than black and white fact. She was so very private in the way she lived her life, intentionally leaving admirers with more questions than answers many times. As the LA Times said in a December 1958 feature on Virginia: she was “recognized by many, known by few.”5 She was so busy tending to the world – perhaps intentionally – that there was no time or space left for the world to tend to her. True to Virginia, I have found she left very few clues behind as to who she was behind the thousands of stories she told through her craft that were not her own. Perhaps she did not truly want to be seen or known despite being in the public’s eye and earshot for nearly fifty years in her career.

She hid well behind the media masks, and while I have great respect for her privacy, I believe what we know of her life story too good to keep tucked behind those masks despite any modest objections she might have in the hereafter. I just so happen to be the type of postmodern “Gladys Kravitz” who would dare to unmask her, simply because I think what is underneath is more beautiful and more compelling than any mask she ever wore (especially more so than the one given to her character “Emily Harper” in The Twilight Zone’s infamous episode “The Masks”). Truth is often stranger than fiction and more interesting. It is my hope that through this presentation of her life, certain gaps will be filled even if only by showcasing that rather remarkable essence. Sixty years later in response to The LA Times story mentioned above, perhaps this biography can serve to change the headline to “Virginia Gregg, recognized by many, known by a few more.”

In her character acting craft, she was focused on the process rather than the outcome, the proverbial journey rather than the destination. Virginia’s middle son, Jaime, said his mother never wanted to be anyone’s hero, but that’s exactly what makes her the perfect archetype for one because she was in fact so dedicated to the very art of art that she accomplished far more than many of her associates who perhaps were more concerned with an end goal of fame and fortune. That’s one of the things that sets Virginia apart from others present in the industry during her active years. She had a talent that could absolutely have catapulted her to the proverbial “top,” and yet she chose to stay in the laborious positions of character acting with little recognition beyond her immediate circles, as fellow actor and good friend Parley Baer said, “We are known from coast-to-coast as ‘what’s-their-names.’”6 While I in no way intend to crusade on behalf of Virginia to posthumously turn her into the Mother Teresa of media, I do believe she has an important story that should be told. After all, passing down personal legacy is where the true recognition lies for us all. Who do we want to be remembered as and what are we going to do today in order to further our own legacies? (When a former therapist writes a biography, these are the kinds of questions you’ll have to wrestle with as you read along).

The great irony of Virginia’s story is that she decidedly wasn’t a star, but absolutely could have been. In fact, she so greatly resented the insinuation that she was a star that she scolded middle son Jaime when he was very young after overhearing him tell a friend, “My mother is a movie star,” to which she immediately pulled him aside and chided, “You don’t say that. I am not a star. I am an actress,” and the “actresses’ actress” was an even better title, according to Jack Webb.

JACK

The legendary Jack Webb, most recognized as producer and director of the Dragnet franchise, as well as for his portrayal of the show’s stoic detective “Sgt. Joe Friday,” knew and worked with Virginia for over thirty years on myriad productions. In an interview with prolific broadcaster and historian Chuck Schaden, Virginia estimated she appeared in between 65-75% of the Dragnet productions, though in reality that percentage is probably higher. It’s rare to see an old Dragnet episode in which you don’t find her in at least one frame. She might appear as a glamourous, manipulative socialite in one episode, and a homely, religious old maid in the next. She’s often hard to spot in some episodes due to the extreme range of characters she played and the dramatic changes required for the submersion process according to each role. Her performances will leave you arguing with yourself for the rest of the day: “Was that Virginia Gregg?”

Virginia was a favorite of several kingpin producers like Jack who included her in their productions every time a role offer appealed to her nearly through to her retirement. Ranked among those who continuously cast her were such industry demigods like William “Bill” Conrad, Rod Serling, Alfred Hitchcock, Joseph Cotten, and Blake Edwards.

Virginia and Jack had a particularly grand friendship that was one of the most important of her life. Later in Jack’s career, Virginia was once asked to speak at a Civic Pioneer Broadcasters event honoring him and his achievements. She initially declined the invitation to speak, as those sorts of engagements always brought on a bad case of the nerves. After declining, she “got that lousy feeling”7 of guilt that made her change her mind. By the time she called the coordinator back to say she would be available to speak after all, others had already been booked to speak and they no longer needed her contribution. What she had planned to say on Jack’s behalf at the event was better than any other commemorative speech that night I’m sure: “Jack Webb is my dear friend, my director, my producer, my mentor, my father, everything but my lover … dammit.”8

Likewise, Virginia was an important person for Jack as well. She was his mooring – a stabilizing presence for him both personally and professionally. Her calm, steady nature was soothing to his high-strung temperament. She was one of the few people who never cowered at his rough, perfectionistic edges, and she could calm him even in the midst of one of his rampages for which he was known – rampages that were usually related to his perfectionistic proclivities in studio and on set. His intensity never intimidated her, and he knew it. Fellow actress and dear friend Peggy Webber gave a great example of Virginia’s icebreaking capabilities with Jack during a readthrough once.

During a particular rehearsal of a Dragnet radio production, several cast members, including Peggy and Virginia, sat at the reading table going through their scripts in the ever-present cloud of cigarette smoke.9 Suddenly, mid-scene, Jack shot up from the table in a rage directed primarily at one of the sound men over a technical blunder. As Jack berated the man in front of the cast and other crew members, the room fell quiet with that familiar heaviness everyone felt when a fellow coworker was being devoured by Jack’s high expectations. As Jack’s angry words flew at the sound man, all eyes at the reading table dropped to the respective laps of their owners. All except Virginia’s. Her posture and gaze never changed as Jack loudly raved, tearing this man apart with angry word by angry word. She just sat dragging on her cigarette, unamused at his display. No one said anything, barely allowing themselves to breathe as Jack continued in his lecture about the man’s “incompetence.” The sound man’s head dropped lower and lower with each throaty barrage of Jack’s. After several minutes of letting his temper run rampant, Jack’s voice stopped just as suddenly as it erupted, and the man stood slumped and humiliated, afraid to move. In true Virginia-fashion, she took the collective silence as her icebreaking cue. She leaned in toward Peggy with one elbow on the table, and simply said, “Jewish” with a facetiously knowing nod. Upon hearing her one-word evaluation of his outburst, Jack turned and saw her sitting tall and assured in her assessment of his behavior, and the rage that had consumed him just seconds before immediately melted with a hearty laugh bursting from everyone including Jack and the man who had just been eaten alive. The laughter was a tension release for the entire room and served as a collective reset button so the air once again was heavy only with cigarette smoke and not the emotional upset of an entire studio. Virginia was funny, and she was very keen on taking opportunities to peace-make in the face of discontent. The best part of the icebreaking zinger Virginia delivered to throw Jack off his angry raid was that everyone knew Jack was, in fact, not Jewish.10

Born John Randolph Webb on April 2, 1920 in Santa Monica, California, Jack really didn’t know much about his heritage. He was born fatherless and poverty stricken; as a result, survival was the only aspiration for Jack growing up on either side of the Great Depression as the sole supporter of himself and his single mother. After high school he joined the Army but was discharged to continue providing for his family during World War II in his work at a steel mill and retail store.11 His desperate beginnings developed in him an unremitting drive that served him well in becoming a powerful presence in Hollywood and in America media as an actor, director, screenwriter, and producer. Jack created Dragnet from the real police records of the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) and introduced the world to the inner dynamics of the true crime scene. Using his own production company, Mark VII Limited, he pioneered the development of crime shows that blurred the lines between realism and fantasy. While Dragnet storylines were in fact created from actual events found in LAPD files, Jack gave us the often-abhorrent details of our own city streets all across the nation. He gave us the gritty facts in provocative narrative form, so we were being educated while being thrilled, yet too intrigued by the story to know it.

Hailed by both the LAPD and general audiences, Jack became a significant liaison between civil servants and the public at large by providing up-close peeks into the plight of police officers and emergency workers. No other person in the industry had done what he had to that point, though many followed his lead in subsequently developing similar shows. Acclaimed director and producer, Jaime del Valle, (also Virginia’s second husband) later expanded on Jack’s idea in his development of the 1950’s radio show The Lineup, but Jack was by all accounts the first to capitalize on this idea with Dragnet’s radio run from 1949 to 1957.12 Jack’s innovative approach to creating true-crime radio and television gave the industry an archetype for subsequent series and landed him two stars on the Hollywood Walk of Fame.13 Plus, his “Sgt. Friday” was just so darn likeable in all of his dry fervency that a powerful cultural mnemonic was subtly created in the minds of the public that perhaps if we could like “Friday,” we might could think a bit more favorably toward the cops in our own communities. In recent years, Dragnet has faced retrospective criticism for espousing a preachy, right-winged perspective in its depiction of the good guys vs. the bad. Despite this perspective, it was a damn good show and one that forged the way in part for others we enjoy today in the genre of crime dramas. After nearly fifty years in the business, Jack died at 62 of a heart attack on December 23, 1982.

Jack was fiercely loyal to friends like Virginia on whom he could consistently rely, which is why she had such a pervasive presence in his shows, as one avid Dragnet viewer so crassly pointed out in her submission to the “Ask Dick Kleiner” column in a 1975 edition of the Redlands Daily Facts: “DEAR DICK: How come Jack Webb uses Virginia Gregg in so many of his productions? She got something on him?” Dick’s response was a concise dispelling of the notion: “She happens to be a fine actress and she is part of what has come to be called ‘Jack Webb’s Stock Company.’ Like many TV producers, he likes to use many of the same actors frequently, actors he knows are reliable and trouble-free.”

Jack’s stock company was made up of actors and actresses like Virginia Gregg and Peggy Webber on whom Jack knew he could consistently count to churn out quality, professional performances. Other well-known names in the company were Harry Bartell, Vic Perrin, Barney Phillips, Bill Johnstone, Herb Ellis, and Charles McGraw. This stock company formed organically in his hiring and rehiring the same talents to maintain the high quality of work he demanded. He recruited Virginia over and over for virtually all productions in which he was involved.14 As she once said:


I want to tell you a story about loyalty. I did, I guess, about 70-75% of the Dragnet TVs. I did practically all of the radio shows. And he had cast me again in something, and whoever was on the board that approves what they do said, ‘Gosh you just used her.’ And he said, ‘I didn’t tell you I’d give you the real person. I told you I would give you the best person I can get for you for this part. And Virginia Gregg is the best person I can get for this part. Don’t tell me how to cast.’ And that’s how he stood up for his people.15



Jack said Virginia was one of his all-time favorite actresses and famously dubbed her “the actress’s actress.”


The LA Times described Jack’s great respect for Virginia’s talent in this 1958 vignette:

Jack Webb was so impressed with her [Virginia’s] work that he told her to pick any one of the radio Dragnets and star in its television version. She chose the only Dragnet story that has never been reshown.16 It was the story of a young war bride who couldn’t remain faithful while her husband was overseas and bore an illegitimate child. Virginia’s main scene in the show lasted eight minutes, she was the only performer on camera. However, the episode was felt to be too shocking and was never repeated. It is regarded today as a TV-acting classic.17



The story you have just read is true. No names were changed and no one was innocent.


CHAPTER 2: ILLINOIS CORNFIELDS


“A light wind swept over the corn, and all nature laughed in the sunshine.”

-Anne Bronte



Virginia Lee Gregg was a small-town girl born in Harrisburg, Illinois on March 6, 1916. A closer neighbor to the Kentucky line than to the state capitol of Springfield, Harrisburg is the seat of Saline County in southern Illinois. Framed by the greens, yellows, and browns of the Illinois cornfields, and the thick foliage of the Shawnee National Forest, Harrisburg is a quaint, industrial town that was originally Piankashaw and Shawnee land.18 Harrisburg was founded 1853 in part by its namesake, a native Tennessean named James Alexander Harris.19 Harris was instrumental, along with other founding fathers in expanding the town from a single farmhouse, sawmill, and corn field beginning in the 1820s. The town’s economy was primarily driven by agriculture and manufacturing, and soon after its 1853 establishment, coal mining began to define the town and drive its economic growth giving many residents their livelihood.

Harrisburg has many hardships in its history. The flood waters of the Ohio River ravaged the small town in 1937 when record rains that January caused the river to swell and flood surrounding areas, displacing nearly all Harrisburg residents. The historic “Flood of ‘37” took the lives of over 350 people in and around Saline County and left at least 1 million displaced across Illinois and in surrounding states.20 The Ohio River waters destroyed countless homes, farms, and commercial structures across Harrisburg’s townscape, and flooded portions of its coal mines, which greatly affected resident livelihood and local economy. This caused rebuilding efforts to slow in the face of mass unemployment. Harrisburg steadily rebuilt in the following years just before their coal mines met with another threat: “the progress of man.” After WWII, companies like Peabody Energy were roving through rural America with “the world’s largest shovel” to plunder natural resources in keeping up with high demand caused in part by the war. Much like Muhlenberg County, Kentucky referenced in the John Prine song, “Paradise,” Harrisburg was a focal point for strip mining because of its rich coal resource.

More recently, a 2012 tornado hit Harrisburg on Leap Day of that year and demolished the town leaving eight dead and more than 100 severely injured throughout its eight-mile rampage.21 Harrisburg made national headlines in the damage it sustained from the F4 category winds, being considered the worst tornado-related disaster in United States history since the Joplin, Missouri tornado of 2011 that took the lives of 160 people and injured over 1,000.22 Harrisburg’s mayor at the time of the deadly tornado, Eric Gregg, a relative of Virginia’s, gallantly led the town through the disaster and rebuilding efforts. In the following days, Gregg assured his community they would recover and become stronger than ever before, and indeed they did. Today, there is no sign of any natural disaster ever having visited Harrisburg. It is a green, breathable town with friendly folks and a comfortable mix of postmodern advancement and historic preservation.

Harrisburg has since recovered from the ravages of the past, and today, is a quintessential town reminiscent of small-town America with hometown ballgames, frontporches, and church socials. It is home to a little over 9,000 today and retains the welcoming feel of an earlier time amid the corn stalks, and the oaks of the Shawnee Forest.

Virginia shares her hometown of Harrisburg with two other notables: the “kingpin of the Saline County underworld” during the prohibition era, Charlie Birger,23 and the Walmart in which the “Walmart Yodeling Kid” Mason Ramsey was discovered through his viral yodeling video that took the internet by storm in 2018.

CHARLIE BIRGER AND THE SHELTON GANG

Infamous mobster Charlie Birger and his bootlegging regime reigned supreme in Harrisburg during Virginia’s early years. After World War I ended in 1918, in a theoretical effort to curb crime and arouse American society’s sense of morality, the Volstead Act went into effect in 1920 and nationally banned the consumption, production, importation, transportation, and sale of alcohol. While the nation’s evangelicals and temperance groups championed the act, it backfired in a sense, as it gave some the opportunity to capitalize on the liquor market left dry by the closing of saloons and bars across the country. Speakeasies and private underground liquor operations (better known as bootlegging in the North and Midwest and moonshining in the South) sprang up all around the country after the governmental closing of liquor businesses.

Under Wilson, Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover, national prohibition lasted from 1920-1933, during which many individual bootleggers found unlikely havens, often rural areas like Harrisburg, in which to operate their hustles. The era of prohibition gave men like Al Capone, George Remus, William McCoy, Charles Luciano, and Charlie Birger their start in organized crime and our history books.

Birger was a shadowy contradiction still considered controversial in Illinois history. Among Harrisburg locals in particular, many recall him as a slim caricature of the devil incarnate, others, a well-meaning Robin Hood who just came upon bad break after bad break. The inexplicable dichotomy of Birger manifested through his Dillingerstyle MO: cheerily handing out coins to local kids from the window of his Huckster having just returned to town from making a corpse out of a rival associate. A very young Virginia may have in fact been a recipient of one of Birger’s random acts of kindness some afternoon while she skipped along the sidewalks of Harrisburg with her schoolmates. Having two girls of his own born around the same time as Virginia, Birger was especially fond of children often giving treats or pony rides to any who were interested. Children of town leaders and law enforcement were among his favorites to treat. He was well-known, and by many accounts, well-liked around Harrisburg and surroundings towns. He was a charming personality with an unassuming countenance, purportedly leaving one to immediately doubt rumors of his rap sheet upon meeting him: but he’s such a nice young man. Since 1913, Birger was a devoted Harrisburg citizen, endearingly referring to it as “his hometown,” though he was actually born in the Russian Empire and had lived in countless states since his family’s migration to America in the 1880s.24 Initially in Harrisburg, he worked as a miner in the coal mines and later became a local saloon keeper, but after WWI ended in 1919, prohibition began, which presented him with another career pivot: bootlegging. Despite this career change, he remained a devoted Harrisburg citizen, husband, and father. He was outrageously generous and civic minded, often coming to the aid of neighbors in supplying extra coal or food in winter.

Birger was an altruistic loose cannon, an impulsive contriver, whose acts of kindness were often grandiose and reckless with little thought given to consequences, in fact, his generosity could be downright unreasonable. Once, he decided to treat Harrisburg to the exotic cuisine of “real Oriental food.”25 Not bothering to see if a market for that type of food existed in the small rural community, Birger hired a Chinese chef from St. Louis to give Harrisburg residents the progressive delicacy of an authentic Chinese restaurant – something only available in the swanky big cities in the 1920s. Needless to say, the restaurant didn’t last long, as Birger’s need to impress was far greater than Harrisburg’s need for Chinese food.

From his first visit to Harrisburg, Birger could be seen in local parades, chatting downtown with town officials on the square, gallantly opening doors with a tip of his hat for local ladies, or gaily helping a box boy with his loading duties.26 He was an everphilanthropic who just happened to carry a machine gun.

No kingpin mobster is any good without the loyal support of a gang. Birger collected quite a troop of local men in his bootlegging gig and made headquarters at Shady Rest – a roadhouse hideout halfway between Harrisburg and Marion on Route thirteen. Birger and his gang blazed through the Midwest leaving behind a sordid trail of much more than receipts from their manufacturing and distributing liquor. Prostitution and gambling came with the bootlegger’s territory, and if one is successful in any type of business, he will undoubtedly face a little market competition. In Birger’s escapades, he and his gang quickly developed a heated rivalry with the equally infamous Shelton Brothers.

Ben and Agnes Shelton were a rural Illinois couple who had ten children on a Wayne County farm in the late 1800s. Three of their children Carl, Earl, and Bernie made up what a 1950’s article in The Saturday Evening Post famously called “America’s Bloodiest Gang.” The three began their spree of crime in small-time scrapes with the law, and eventually saw great potential in Prohibition, much like Birger had. The Sheltons initially ran their bootlegging operation out of St. Louis, but gradually encroached on other prime territories closer to their Wayne County homestead. Southern Illinois’ “Little Egypt” region, which includes Harrisburg, was prime real estate in the eyes of both gangs, and a mutual hate grew into bloody gang wars.

In addition to hating each other, Birger’s boys and the Sheltons had two other common enemies: the law and the Ku Klux Klan. For all their lawlessness, the one shining credit to both gangs was their mutual attempt at overthrowing the KKK’s heavy presence in “Little Egypt.” Though founded in 1865, the KKK made a resurgence during Prohibition. In the 1920s, the KKK was preoccupied with eliminating Blacks, Catholics, and immigrants, all of whom were perceived threats to “White Protestant nationalism.”27 In their crusade against these people groups, the KKK used Prohibition to accuse, raid, torment, and kill those they targeted.

Though on rampages of their own, the Birger and Shelton boys vehemently opposed the revival of gruesome Klan rampages that permeated through southern and midwestern communities in the early 1900s. As immigrants themselves, Birger’s Russian heritage and the Shelton’s Irish heritage undoubtedly influenced feelings toward the Klan, though conscience evaded them when it came to their own cruelties. Many believe the gangs’ interest in eliminating the KKK may have had more to do with self-preservation and capital than social justice. If the KKK raided their customers or tipped police off to their own operations, that meant less market share for them and the potential for their own arrests. Though the gangs committedly hated each other, if nothing else, it was a smarter business move to join forces against the Klan than to risk possible incrimination as individual entities. Chicago may have been gangland headquarters in the 1920s, but the cornfields of Southern Illinois saw just as much bloodshed as the streets of Chicago.

Despite Birger’s valiant position against the sadistic acts of the KKK, he himself had his own flavor of sadism. He stole, blackmailed, gambled, coerced, bombed, bribed, kidnapped, and killed all across Southern Illinois leaving a path of corpses and terrified townspeople. To him, all was justified in his philosophy: “I’ve killed many men, but never a good one.”28

He was shrewd in not only warring against his enemies and conquering land and market he saw as his own, but also in dodging the law on technicalities. As far as law and order were concerned, Birger was the Harry Houdini of Harrisburg. He escaped the gavel on numerous occasions and managed to charm his way out of close scrapes with government nearly all his life. After myriad shootouts and failed sneak attacks on his rivals (and even a failed costume attack on Earl Shelton during a brief hospital stay of his in which some of Birger’s men dressed as lady visitors to do him in), Birger briefly put down the machine gun and used a different weapon to ultimately bring down the Sheltons. He used the Scales of Justice themselves. He heroically tipped off police to the Sheltons’ involvement in a mail carrier robbery in 1925 in which the gang killed an elderly mail carrier and made off with $15,000. Thanks in part to Birger’s testimony, the brothers were tried and convicted of the murder/robbery and each sentenced to twenty-five years in prison. The Sheltons’ sentence was a grand victory for Birger, as he could finally claim Southern Illinois as his exclusive territory with the competition out of the way. With their leaders behind bars, the gang’s momentum slowly dissipated, and Birger and his boys reigned supreme.

It was a short-lived reign, as those same Scales of Justice that found the Sheltons guilty, finally found Birger himself guilty too just a few months into his term as bootlegging czar of Illinois. West City Mayor Joe Adams allegedly had involvement with the Shelton gang, and thus was one of Birger’s targets. In December 1926, Birger hired two of his boys, brothers Elmo and Harry Thomasson - who at the time were mere teenagers - to kill Adams. They did, but then fingered Birger for their hiring. Birger was arrested in June 1927. The law was much more lenient with the Thomasson boys than Birger; they were handed down prison sentences, but Birger was sentenced to death by hanging.29

On April 19, 1928, at the age of forty-seven, Birger was hanged in Benton, Illinois, some thirty miles northwest of Harrisburg. More than 500 people bought tickets to attend the public hanging and watched as this legendary Angel of Darkness was proven by a rope to be a mere mortal after all. Many were glad to finally see this mad delinquent brought to justice, while others were outraged at the law’s heavy hand against a misunderstood martyr. There are many legends around Birger’s behavior the day of his hanging. By many accounts, he calmly allowed himself to be led through the crowds to the platform, shaking hands with townspeople as he made his way to finally shake hands with his own mortality. As a black hood slipped over Birger’s head – he refused the usual white hood lest he be associated with the KKK – he gallantly said, “It’s a beautiful world. I’ve forgiven everybody.”30 True to the mobster’s code, he died without pleas, emotion, or even a sound. Birger was the last man to be publicly hanged in Illinois state.

With Birger’s gang and the Sheltons shooting over the heads of townsfolk, Harrisburg was anything but the peaceful, rural Midwest town it appeared in the 1920s. A passerby might not have noticed the latent tension of violence and gunpowder, but locals lived among the unease until Birger was assuredly pronounced dead. While Virginia’s family was certainly aware of the constant threat of the gang wars like everyone else in town, because of the Greggs’ prominence in the community, they may have understood and encountered Birger from a unique vantage point. Virginia’s second cousin, Thomas Young “T.Y.” Gregg, Sr. was president of The Harrisburg National Bank, of which Birger was a frequent patron when bootlegging was good. T.Y. was also mayor of Harrisburg from 1915-1919 like his descendant Eric Gregg many years subsequent.31

T.Y. humored Birger like any savvy banker would do to keep the money rolling in, however ill-gotten it may have been. No doubt Virginia’s family knew Birger and his family, though the Greggs happened to be on the opposite side of the law.

ROOTS

Virginia’s mother, Dewey Alphaleta Todd Gregg, was born July 15, 1898 in Saline County Illinois to Hugh Erwin Todd and Luella “Tennessee” Ross Todd. Virginia’s family roots through the Todd line run deep in the South and Midwest states even intersecting with the family branch of Mary Todd Lincoln, wife of the 16th President of the United States, Abraham Lincoln. The Todds have a rich English and Scottish heritage, with many of Virginia’s ancestors settling in New England in the 1600s before subsequent generations migrated south to Kentucky, Tennessee, and eventually backtracking north a bit to Illinois. Virginia’s family’s Ross line originally settled in Virginia in the 1700 and early 1800s, moving to North Carolina in the 1830s making the southern sweep into Missouri, Kentucky, and Tennessee before Hugh and Luella, called Saline County home. Dewey was the baby of ten children.

Virginia’s father, Edward William Gregg, was born June 23, 1890 in Harrisburg, Illinois to William Gregg and Alcesta Cornelia “Nelia” Grace Gregg both of Saline County. The Greggs are of thick Irish blood having migrated from Ireland to the Newberry County South Carolina settlement in the 1700s. The Greggs eventually moved north to Illinois in the 1860s. The Graces migrated from Middlesex in the 1600s to New England with subsequent generations making a southern sweep similar to the Ross line, eventually ending up in Illinois as well. Edward was the youngest of four boys: Thomas, Roy, and an infant boy that died shortly after birth. Both the Todds and the Greggs were upper-middle class families in Saline County, and their lineages still have enduring visibility in the community today.

Dewey married Edward Gregg on December 12, 1914 in Saline County when she was sixteen and he was twenty-four. Two years after marrying, Dewey gave birth to their only child on March 6, 1916. While almost named “Georgia Rose,” “Virginia Lee” was ultimately chosen for the lanky blonde-haired, blue-eyed girl full of English, Irish, and Scottish legacy. Virginia’s name was developed from a host of namesakes on both sides of the family. There were many ancestral “Virginias” before her, and the moniker “Ginny Lee” fit the little golden girl just right.

Virginia’s family in Harrisburg was close. Virginia’s grandparents, the Greggs, lived in the center of town on E. Poplar Street in a monstrous, picturesque plantation home of the 1800s.32 Virginia lived with her parents at 325 E. Locust Street where a historical marker honoring her stands today. Her home on E. Locust Street backed up to her paternal grandparents’ E. Poplar home. After the death of her maternal grandfather, Hugh Todd in 1919, when Virginia was three years old, “Grandma Luella” aka “Tennessee Todd” came to live with Virginia and her parents. She had one grandparent in her living room and from her backyard, could peek through the fence slats alongside the chickens and see her other grandparents’ towering mansion. Many of her aunts and uncles lived within blocks of each other around the square that housed many of their family-owned businesses. Virginia grew up in a lively extended network of family. They did life together daily, with church choir practices, Sunday suppers, and songs around the family piano. Harrisburg was a happy place with many “dear hearts and gentle people” who loved “little Ginny Lee Gregg.”
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Dewey, Virginia, and Edward Gregg, circa 1917.
Photo courtesy of Jaime del Valle.

Virginia’s paternal second cousin, T.Y., Sr. was president of Harrisburg National Bank and mayor for a period of time, as mentioned in the section on Charlie Birger. Her paternal uncle, Thomas “T.D.” Gregg, was a well-known pharmacist in Harrisburg.

Around 1910, he bought out the Rexall drugstore around the square and was known as the quintessential friendly neighborhood druggist and optometrist for the next forty years. He and Virginia remained close after she left Harrisburg, and he often traveled to California to visit her and other family members who also preferred sunny California to the Illinois cold. Upon one particular trip, “Uncle T.D.” was given the VIP treatment and shadowed Virginia throughout her typical studio workday, and the local paper, The Daily Register, reported on his experience when he returned. He sat in for several of Virginia’s radio shows while there and even met the legendary Jack Webb. T.D. was of a softer sort than Virginia’s father Edward, and she found his gentle nature a bit more relatable than Edward’s stoicism. Much like Virginia, T.D. was ever the caretaker, remembering her in his will when he died in 1959 at the age of eighty-one. Virginia’s other paternal uncle, Roy, was a banker in Eldorado, and for a time ran a car business in Harrisburg. Roy and his wife Olive “Ollie” moved to California not long after Virginia’s parents did with their son William, and two daughters, Helen and Dorothy, who were close to Virginia’s age.
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Virginia Lee Gregg, circa 1920. Photo courtesy of Jaime del Valle.

The girls were close friends while growing up and were housemates in the 1940s.

It was typical for Virginia to see her family’s name headlined in the local Harrisburg paper whether for their dinner parties, social events, civic contributions, or even their health updates. Her family’s culture was understood through a White, upper-class lens with Kiwanis Club elections, town hall meetings, sewing classes, rotary events, and choir practices. The women in her family were homemakers and civic leaders in local women’s clubs, knitting circles, and church friendship classes. The men of her family were self-starting small-business owners who served on the county boards and councils in their down time. Before the proverbial “Joneses,” there were the Greggs. The family’s prominence made it difficult for Virginia to
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