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INTRODUCTION

Cramer was an enviable talent, a terrific reporter who could also really write. And he worked his ass off, too. He had the gift and the work ethic, too.

Even before he won a Pulitzer Prize for his Middle East coverage at the Philadelphia Inquirer in 1979, Richard Ben Cramer (1950–2013) made his presence known. He began his career at the Baltimore Sun in the early ‘70s, and in the afterglow of Woodward and Bernstein, an enterprising young reporter could fancy themself a star—in relative terms, of course. Cramer wasn’t interested in having a radio show or being a talking head on TV. He wanted to be famous for his byline.

 In the cloistered world of journalism, Cramer carried himself like a star and nobody really held it against him because of his self-deprecating and generous demeanor—Cramer was nothing if not a real charmer. Cramer wasn’t movie-star handsome, yet women loved him. He was a man of big appetites—thick, rare steaks, full-bodied red wines, unfiltered Camel cigarettes, and five cups of black coffee the next morning. He wore linen suits and Panama hats and had the most disarming accent, dese-and-dose guttural, the flat A’s from his native Rochester mixed with an Eastern Shore drawl he picked up during years of reporting in Baltimore.

 But underneath all that wooly shit Cramer was an Apollonian kind of dude. He had big ambitions—it’s no wonder his most famous magazine piece was a 15,000-word profile of Ted Williams—aka “the best hitter that ever lived.” In fact, most of his subjects—from President George H. Bush to musician Jerry Lee Lewis—are hugely ambitious men. Go big or go home.

 Before turning fully to the world of the glossy magazines, Cramer wrote long pieces for the Philadelphia Inquirer’s Sunday magazine, including an immersive profile of an African American family that ran close to 20,000 words. He also profiled senator John Glenn on the campaign trail in 1984.

 After Cramer made the leap from newspapers to magazines, he moved on to books. By the time of his death, Cramer had left behind two formidable, satisfying—non fiction tomes: What It Takes, his exhaustive study of the 1988 presidential campaign; and The Hero’s Life, a tough-minded, unflattering portrait of Joe DiMaggio.

 Although the stylistic influence of Tom Wolfe shows up in Cramer’s prose—and these early longform pieces show a writer still not in full command of his talents—his voice is never imitative. Rather, it is a blending of different styles and techniques into something unmistakably his own.

 “There’s no difference between the stories he would tell you at dinner and the stories he wrote,” says Tony Barbieri, a colleague from his days in Baltimore. “If you knew Richard and spent any amount of time listening to his stories, when you’re reading that book, you’re hearing his voice.”

 Cramer was an enviable talent, a terrific reporter who could also really write. “It was a gift, his ability to interview people,” says Tom Horton, Cramer’s friend and colleague at the Baltimore Sun. “And he worked his ass off too. Nobody is so gifted that people tell them everything right up front. He had the gift and the work ethic in pursuit of the story. He had a huge capacity for listening to people’s stories and talking to people.”

 Adds another colleague, Mark Bowden, “He exemplified the respect for the people that he wrote about. He liked people and not in a shallow way—he liked people for who they were even if they were not altogether like him. Even if there were things about them that you wouldn’t encourage in a person. He had an appreciation for humanity, and I think that it came through in his writing. People pick up on that – people realize when you’re genuinely interested in them and not judging them and people warm to you. A lot of Richard’s ability to get close to these people was just that he was a careful observer. He noticed things about them. He would ask better questions than most reporters would ask.

 “He would say – I know what makes this person controversial and I know what makes him popular, I know who their backers are and where their money comes from, but what makes them move? What makes them get up in the morning and do this every day? What is the source of that? Where does that motivation come from? What It Takes is a testament to it. I think Richard liked people so much so he would embrace in a way subjects of his reporting and he was more than fair, but he could also be really tough.”

 Such was the case with Jerry Lee Lewis, the subject of Cramer’s first freelance magazine piece. It appeared in Rolling Stone in 1984, shortly before his debut in Esquire profiling William Schaefer, the mayor of Baltimore. Both stories featured some of Cramer’s best writing up to that date—he took to the larger canvas of magazines immediately—and launched his post-newspaper career. While the story “Can the Best Mayor Win?” about the eccentric Baltimore mayor Schaeffer rankled Schaeffer and caused a big hullabaloo within the world of Baltimore politics, Cramer’s far tougher story about Lewis—which all but convinces you he is guilty of murdering his wife—barely made a ripple.

 At Rolling Stone, it was just another really good piece in a long line of really good pieces. Nobody from the magazine freaked out and the story came and went without any controversy. Lewis—who died in 2022 at the age of 87—certainly didn’t give a shit. But holy smoke, what a story! Cramer’s reporting morphs into a kind of detective story in which we all know who the murderer is—Cramer is sly, funny, and observant. He lets Lewis and his enablers hang themselves, though there is no question where the author’s sympathies lie.

 Lewis might not have cared about being exposed so thoroughly by a reporter—he was the kind of egotist beyond such concerns as shame or guilt. Cramer, however, didn’t blink from telling the story before him. There was no premeditative intent on his part to write a hatchet job, but he pulled zero punches in his telling. Cramer showed nerve and moxie in taking on an American legend. But then again, he was a man of grand ambition and why not start with taking on another one of his kind? They are now both gone, but the story still speaks for itself. Beautifully. Make yourself comfortable, you’re in for a wild ride.

 —Alex Belth





AUTHOR’S NOTE

How was I out to lunch? Let me count the ways. I was new to magazines, never having written for a national publication, much less for Rolling Stone. I was a newspaperman, just returned from the Middle East—a bit unsteady, still, in America. The provenance of rock & roll I had traced as far back as the record store. Past that lay a great sea of unknowing.

 All of a sudden, I was in Hernando, Mississippi, where no restaurant order was complete until the waitress asked, “You wan’ gravy?” Where the leading candidate for sheriff was known as Big Dog Riley. Where Jerry Lee Lewis was a legend and a power, not to mention the spendingest man in the county, which spending had bought for almost a decade the quiet cooperation of local authorities who would perform all kinds of “community service,” like towing the Killer’s car out of a ditch without checking his blood for alcohol, or bargaining his drug charge down to a simple fine, or shipping off the bruised body of his dead fifth bride for a private autopsy, with no coroner’s jury and little public inquiry into the cause of her death.

 And I was proposing to penetrate this long-closed world, to find out how that girl died?

 Truly, I was out to lunch.

 But God looks after his children who were tardy on brain day. He introduced me to a splendid couple of folks who owned the local weekly newspaper, and then to the local prosecutor, who wanted to help me honorably, even though the resulting story could not reflect well on his grand jury presentation. And then there were the ambulance drivers, the local cops, local merchants, and matrons, meetings at midnight, anonymous notes left at my motel. Bit by bit, they made a picture of life where Jerry Lee lived.

 Then, too, I was led to Hernando’s Hide-A-Way, the Killer’s favorite nightclub, fifteen miles north in Memphis, Tennessee, and to the lubricious owner of that nightclub, Kenny Rodgers; in Memphis, too, there was Elvis’s old doctor chum, Dr. Nick; there was Jerry Lee’s manager, J.W. Whitten, and Whitten’s little dogs, Nickie and Kai; there was J.W.’s former wife; and there were former band members, club bartenders, former girlfriends, bouncers, strippers, whores … .

 Quickly, it became apparent that this unexpected, inexplicable death was not out of the ordinary in the world of Jerry Lee. And not long after, it would become equally clear that the official version of events diverged early and often from the facts. Something went violently wrong at the Killer’s mansion on the night of Shawn Lewis’s death. And as soon as that death was disclosed, everything went wrong with the investigation. A grand jury was quickly led to conclude that no crime had occurred. But I was sure Shawn’s death was no suicide, no mistaken handful of pills. No one would ever prove what happened
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