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An Unusual Disclaimer

In many states, notably New York, you cannot libel the dead.

In Congress, members can libel the living as well as the dead. These privileged persons fill the Congressional Record with libels, slanders, defamations (at times), and cannot be sued for libel.

In my view the States and Congress are both wrong. Telling the facts (or truth, if you wish) should be respected, for the departed as well as the living.

I do not subscribe to the cliché de mortuis nil nisi bonum. I favor the viewpoint of the great Biographic Universelle de France, whose motto is: “We owe respect to the living; to the dead nothing but truth.” Truth, not libels.












An anecdote of a man is worth a volume of biography.

—Channing




Nor is it always in the most distinguished achievements that men’s best virtues or vices may be best discovered; but very often an action of small note, a short saying, or a jest, shall distinguish a person’s real character more than the greatest sieges, or the most important battles.…

—Plutarch
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“So Many Interesting People …”

It is now nearly eighty years since the morning of February 9, 1909, when I was hired for $3.50 a week—apologetically called “lunch money”—as a cub reporter on the Pittsburgh Leader. Apprenticeship under City Editor Houston Eagle and his assistant, Harold Thirlkeld, prepared me for the journey to New York, considered by Americans if not all Europeans the capital of world journalism, then London, Paris, the press department of General Pershing’s army, a decade with the Chicago Tribune Foreign News Service with Berlin to Baghdad as my field, and then five decades of writing books and publishing magazine articles and a weekly newsletter, all in whole or part a criticism of the press.

Nineteen hundred and nine probably marked the peak of the great muckraking era, which was dominated by Lincoln Steffens, Ida Tarbell, Ray Stannard Baker and Will Irwin. Irwin in 1911 published the first series of articles in America criticizing, even exposing, the newspapers of his time. In 1920, Upton Sinclair, an outsider to journalism, wrote The Brass Check, the first book exposing the press. It was this book, plus a friendship with the author lasting many years, that influenced me and the books I wrote on the press, beginning in the 1930s.

The last years of that decade internationally witnessed one of the most outrageous newspaper campaigns of falsehood in modern history; it influenced the leaders of many governments, notably Britain, France and the United States, and it resulted in the destruction of the liberal, democratic Republic of Spain. Only one head of state of the time, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, had the courage, later, to admit his own error. For me that decade also witnessed the success of the major advertising agencies of Madison Avenue in destroying the integrity of the proposed first popular illustrated American weekly “one step left of center.” It was to have had two press columns by me, one reporting suppressed news, one of press criticism; and it was to have supported liberal causes such as the Spanish Republic against Naziism and Fascism. But Madison Avenue said “No.”

The failure of this magazine, of which I was the only “working” editor, was directly responsible for my starting the newsletter In fact in 1940, then totally boycotted by the media, now recognized as the first publication in America, probably in the world, devoted entirely to press criticism.

In 1950 In fact was red-baited to death by the McCarthyites, who rode top saddle in the nation’s press in those days. The Senator had been exposed as a crook, but exposés by the Madison Capital Times, In fact, and liberal but small-circulation weeklies were ineffective. McCarthy, despite great press support, finally virtually defeated himself.

In the 1960s and notably in the 1970s, it seems to me, a change so gradual it escaped the notice of both its friends and critics at the time came over the great all-powerful American press, so that probably for the first time in the two-hundred-year history of the Republic it began to serve one of the Constitutional objectives for which the nation was founded—the general welfare of the American people. The name “Watergate” means many things to many people. For me it means not merely the work of two Washington Post investigative reporters in unearthing a scandal that destroyed (or should have destroyed) a crook who happened to be President, but the commitment of that paper as well as the influential New York Times, the Los Angeles Times and many others to the purpose for which all papers are supposedly dedicated, namely, to publish all the news.

Not that ideal Utopian journalism has arrived. But we have come a long way from Will Irwin’s 1910, ladies and gentlemen! Watergate is an imaginary pennant flying over an imaginary institution called “freedom of the press,” a phrase that means, or should mean, not only the right of the owners to publish without government control or Moron Majority censorship, but the right of the buyer of a paper to read hitherto suppressed news, such as the Federal Trade Commission fraud orders against bad medicine, bad automobiles and cancer-causing cigarets.

“I am a firm believer in the people,” said Mr. Lincoln; “if given the truth, they can be depended upon to meet any national crisis. The great point is to bring them the real facts.”

This reporter believes that the time has come for him to conclude his job with a personal anecdotal-historical review of his past seventy-seven years—not another criticism of the press but the “human-interest story,” sometimes the “inside” story, sometimes a correction of the falsifications of history-in-the-making as witnessed by the writer, sometimes just Mr. Lincoln’s “real facts” about people who have made history, as well as the front page—the noted, the notorious and, unfortunately, encounters with at least three of the leading SOBs of our time.

George Seldes                       
Hartland-4-Corners, Vermont
Spring 1986                         


Part I
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The Muckraking
Era


Chapter 1
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First Encounter
With the Press

My first encounter with the American press, more than eighty years ago, was unforgettable and probably determined me to be a newspaperman. My brother, Gilbert, and I were farm boys; in summer we hoed and dug potatoes and picked strawberries at one cent a quart—the selling price was eight or nine cents at nearby Wallabout Market in Philadelphia. In autumn we joyfully skipped school to pick grapes, which Grandfather sold to a man named Charlie Welch, the inventor of alcohol-free wine he called grape juice. This, our only crop, brought us three hundred dollars a year, which, plus the $16.66 we earned every month by keeping the fourth-class post office in the family, made us one of the more affluent families in Alliance, New Jersey.

Father, who had failed to turn the farm colony into a smalt Utopia, had gone to Philadelphia after Gilbert and I were born. He got a job in a drugstore, so he could add to the family income, and studied law at night. Eventually he was put into the drug-store business with the help of friendly doctors and a mortgage, but the post office remained in the hands first of my mother, who died when I was six, and then my aunt, Father’s sister, a head nurse at a small Philadelphia hospital whom father persuaded to sacrifice her career and go to the farm.

In 1905 there was a revolutionary uprising in St. Petersburg, the first armed attempt to overthrow the Tsar of Russia. Father, who was a libertarian, an idealist, a freethinker, a Deist, a Utopian, a Single Taxer, and a worshipper of Thoreau and Emerson, was also a joiner of all noble causes, and one of them was called Friends of Russian Freedom, of which he was either one of the founders or the secretary.

By coincidence that year the annual summer week or fortnight vacation Gilbert and I got in Philadelphia took place during the days of the Russian uprising, and all Philadelphia newspapers rushed to father’s drugstore to get “the local angle,” as they called it. (How important the local angle is I learned years later when I read that a man named Bonfils, owner of a Denver newspaper, frequently said to his staff, “Remember that a dog fight on Champa Street is a bigger story for us than three thousand [or it may have been 300,000] Chinese drowned in a typhoon”.)

We were having breakfast in the living room back of the laboratory when the press began to arrive, one on every streetcar. And they wasted no time. The uprising, they told Father, was a failure; it had been betrayed by its leader, a certain Father Gapon; the revolutionists had been dispersed, arrested, perhaps shot—so what did the Friends of Russian Freedom think of it and what were the Friends going to do now?

Shocked as Father was by the latest news, which had not yet appeared in print, he quite naturally told the reporters that the movement to overthrow the Tsar would go on and that the Friends of Russian Freedom would become more active than before. A conventional reply. But this is just what the reporters wanted to hear, it would make a good story, and they rushed to the telephones. To my great surprise I heard them quoting Father verbatim. A country boy of fifteen, I had imagined reporters creating masterpieces and brilliantly improving upon everything that came to their attention. And then I heard one reporter without stopping for breath shout over the telephone:

“Next item. There was a unique spectacular fire this morning all along Carpenter Street—more spectacular than dangerous—when washing that had been hung out and dried on one tenement house roof somehow caught fire, spread from line to line, then jumped to the clothes lines of the adjoining house, and then the next, and so on down the whole block, so that it seemed as if the whole street was on fire, and thousands of people came running from every direction, and everyone said he or she had never seen anything like that in their lives.”

We waited anxiously for the evening papers, which I soon learned were published before noon, and sure enough I learned my first great lesson in news values: Carpenter Street Fire, with a photograph and headline, was on the front page, while the interview with father was a follow-up, or as I later learned to call it, a “shirt-tail,” to the whole Russian revolution, now reduced to page three.

And just a year later, by another coincidence, Gilbert and I were again having our vacation in the city, when a taxi arrived with Maksim Gorki, his common-law wife or companion, Mme. Andreyeva, the greatest Russian actress of the time, and all their belongings. Gorki had come to America sponsored by a group of leading writers headed by Mark Twain. His purpose was to make a lecture tour on behalf of both the imprisoned and free leaders of the previous year’s uprising, and to continue the movement to overthrow the Tsar. The American group had arranged for Gorki to stay at the best hotels, but it knew nothing about Mme. Andreyeva until the Russian Embassy or consulate issued a statement to the press denouncing the couple for living together without a marriage license. The famous Philadelphia hotel immediately threw the couple into the street, bag and baggage, and—as Father later told us, Gorki had said to him: “But why did they have to steal my watch?” Gorki fortunately had known of the organization Friends of Russian Freedom, had planned to visit them, knew Father’s address, and so found refuge for a while. And Father was again in the newspapers, and Gilbert and I had to give up the guest room.

And, within a day or two, there was more news. This time it was a long-distance dispute between Father and Mark Twain, who, interviewed by a great news service, tried to make a joke of the whole affair, saying of the unmarried notable Russian writer, “Why, that man might just as well have appeared in public in his shirt-tail.” (One paper said “galluses.”) This statement outraged another leading sponsor of the Gorki trip, Edgar Lee Masters, who in the press chided Mr. Clemens for using this opportunity for a witticism and thus further helping to make Gorki’s trip to America a failure.

I do not think Alla Nazimov and her friend and dramatic teacher Paul Orlenov stayed at Father’s house, but they were there every day during their first months in America and I do remember my stepmother giving Alla Nazimov her first English lessons. I remember Orlenov coming to speak to Father long after Miss Nazimov stopped showing up, and I soon enough learned why. She had succeeded in landing a contract with the Schuberts to appear as Nora in A Doll’s House, provided she master the English language in time for the season openings. The Schuberts found my stepmother’s English instruction too slow; they got the actress a room in a nice hotel and hired a specialist who knew many tricks and guaranteed his work. And first of all the Schuberts changed the actress’s name to Nazimova for reasons of euphony. (Father later explained to us that the Russian ov meant an unmarried woman; a married woman took her husband’s name and added an a at the end—therefore unmarried Alla Nazimov could not possibly be Alla Nazimova, except on the Schubert Theatre marquee and in their playbills.) Nazimova’s Nora was one of the historic theatre successes of the century.

When Aunt Bertha left her nursing job to come to Alliance, she shocked the entire community by blowing smoke through a cigaret. It looked to them as if she were smoking, and at that time none but street women and occupants of bordellos really smoked. And so the emancipated women, the votes-for-women advocates, took up the cigaret as a sign of emancipation.

Our grandparents also had a considerable part in our upbringing; Grandfather was one of the few really educated men in the colony, but Grandmother was illiterate. She could not read or even write her own name, but she was a brilliant storyteller and her fairy tales rivaled those of the Brothers Grimm—one that involved the royal peacocks which swallowed all the king’s treasury of gold pieces I remember to this day. But in almost every one of Grandmother’s tales there were wicked witches and wicked stepmothers, and in the course of the years all the witches were stepmothers and all the stepmothers witches, and my brother and I from our infancy hated the idea of ever living with one of them; and although father did not marry a second time until I was twelve and Gilbert nine and one-half, Gilbert never lived with our stepmother and I did for only a short time, probably less than two years while I was preparing to get a job so that I could leave home. Many years later when I was mature and objective enough, I realized that Father’s second wife was a very fine woman, educated, cultured, a modernist, kind-hearted, and an excellent friend and companion for my father to whom we should have been grateful for making his life livable, and perhaps at times even happy.

Again, it was not until my brother and I grew up and began to think that we realized we had an extraordinary father. It is true we saw very little of him—he came to the farm one or two times a month, and we had only a week or two each year with him in the city—but I do remember how he guided our education, and many of the activities in which he engaged during his lifetime. (He died in 1931.)

First of all, Father insisted that we not waste our time reading Alger and Henry and rags-to-riches “boys’ books” and popular novels, but read books of some value, frequently a little beyond our understanding. We were told to begin making a library as soon as we were able to buy books, or to suggest good books to relatives who sent birthday presents. Father would say, “Don’t waste your time reading a book that you will never look at again. Read books that you will reread—and that you will never outgrow. When you are older you will not hesitate to underline lines, whole chapters, you believe to be the most important ideas or thoughts in these books—do not be afraid to write in the margins. All this world’s civilization is to be found between the covers of books.”

In all the hundred or more homes of the colonists at Alliance at this time I do not think there was a book in more than four or five. In Alliance there were perhaps three persons who had what might be called a library and one was our cousin, S. S. Bailey, the town “philosopher.” I can still remember after, say, seventy-five years Farmer Bailey walking the road, pasturing his cow, which he led by a long cord in his left hand, while in his right he held up and read a book, either Kant or Spinoza. Kant and Spinoza! Gilbert and I knew at least their names many long years before we would be able to understand a word of their writings.

When we grew up, we realized that Father was a member of that rare minority anywhere in the world of educated, cultured and civilized human beings. He was a freethinker and resented being called a heretic or an agnostic and sometimes even an atheist. He frequently told us he believed in the last seven of the Ten Commandments—he did not believe in a jealous god who visited the sins of the fathers upon generations of children—and he believed in the Sermon on the Mount. “That is all that is necessary to rule the world,” he once said.

He was not always successful in what he believed were good ideas. He opposed the inculcation of religion in children too young to understand it. When they were grown up enough to begin thinking for themselves they could study all the great religions and make a choice: some might prefer to be Buddhists, rather than Protestants, Catholics or Jews. And so Gilbert and I, brought up without a formal religion, remained throughout our lifetimes just what Father was, freethinkers. And, likewise, doubters and dissenters and perhaps Utopians. Father’s rule had been, “Question everything, take nothing for granted,” and I never outlived it, and I would suggest it be made the motto of a world journalists’ association.

In the matter of learning foreign languages I think Father’s rule was right. He could read eleven, speak eight and write at least five correctly. He insisted that my brother and I speak no foreign language until we were in high school or even later because he maintained that a bilingual person never loses a foreign accent in either language, including that of his native land.

As for Utopia in Alliance, New Jersey, Father found he could get no followers except in community affairs, such as a wagon journey he organized to Salem, the county seat, where he told Congressman Wood that the colony needed roads and a schoolhouse capable of seating all its children: roads and a school-house, or at least two hundred Republican votes would go to the Democratic Party candidate come next election. Father got roads and a two-story schoolhouse. He also got something he did not expect. Congressman Wood, having realized that the ignorant farmers had learned something about the power of the ballot, arrived with his henchmen just before the next election and distributed two one-dollar bills to every voter they could find, always at the same time reminding the takers that the Republican Party was the friend of the farmer.

When Father heard of this in Philadelphia, he was very angry with his fellow Utopians. He came to Alliance, called a meeting, told them never to touch political money again, and begged that each man turn over his two dollars to his proposed public library. But two dollars was a powerful sum of money in those days, no library was built, and the Baileys and Seldeses remained two of the four or five families that had a book.

Not only was Father unable to establish Utopia, but he could not get the farmers to cooperate in buying some of the new and marvelous machines that were taking the misery and drudgery out of farm life. It was not until Father was free even of his drugstore that he was able to help found or join in one after another of the Utopian colonies that sprang up in the eastern states after the turn of the century. There were Mohegan Colony, and Stelton, and Mt. Airy in which he lived for a time; they were in New York State and in New Jersey. The fourth Utopia was named Belle Terre by Father, but I do not think he ever succeeded in establishing it; I do know that he wrote a charter, its main point, if I remember rightly, aimed at preventing the Communists from ganging up and taking control and ruining the colony as father said they had done in all colonies to which he had ever belonged.

So far as I remember, Karl Marx—the man who more than any other changed the course of twentieth-century history—was never mentioned or worshipped by Father and his closest friend, Harry Kelly, and his fellow Utopians. Thoreau and Emerson and Wendell Phillips were their teachers—and idols. They believed with Thoreau that “that government is best which governs least,” and least government was the subject of Father’s correspondence with both Count Tolstoy and Prince Kropotkin. Naturally enough these followers of Thoreau were labeled anarchists not only by outsiders but by most of their fellow Utopians at Mohegan, Mt. Airy and Stelton.

One of my earliest memories was Father asking me, on one of his weekend trips to Alliance, to help him go through the tons of papers, the records that post offices were required to keep for a number of years, of every transaction made during the year, in a search for the Tolstoy and Kropotkin letters he had received, which were to guide him and his friends in the various colonies, I was to give Father all letters with foreign stamps on them, and certain letters in foreign languages I could not understand. We collected a score or more of Tolstoy’s and of Kropotkin’s.

What eventually happened to these priceless documents? Many years later, during the late 1907–February 1909 period in which I lived in my father’s house in Pittsburgh, the immigrant girl my stepmother employed for at least one day a week was preparing as usual to boil the laundry. When she found a leak in the wash boiler, she looked around and spotted another large metal container that would do temporarily. She got rid of all the papers it contained by throwing them into the stove to hasten the water’s boiling. And that was the end of many immortal words written by two of the great men of Father’s time. All Father could do was to try to say in his own words what he remembered—for example, on the subject of mutual aid, he quoted Kropotkin writing on the management of a colony with “a theory of life and conduct under which society is conceived without government—harmony in such a society being obtained not by submission to law, or obedience to any authority, but by free agreements, freely constituted for the sake of production and consumption, as also for the infinite variety of needs and aspirations of a civilized being.” (Kropotkin repeated parts of what he had written to Father in his contribution entitled “Anarchism” in the eleventh edition of the Britannica. This article set the Tsarist police after him and he fled to Switzerland.) Tolstoy, Father said, in several of his letters pleaded for “the revival of the pure and ideal philosophy of primitive Christianity.”

My Pittsburgh years in Father’s house were based on his view, probably incorrect, that his sons would never be able to enter a college with a diploma from a small-town high school such as Vineland’s. He wanted us to have our senior year in a big city. Gilbert left almost immediately after our arrival, went to Philadelphia, rejoined Aunt Bertha, went to Central High, got a scholarship to Harvard and a grant of five hundred dollars and eventually graduated with honors. But I, not being a very bright boy, was asked to retake the junior year at the Pittsburgh high school, so I rebelled and went to work in the drugstore. I became an excellent soda jerk and eventually a qualified assistant pharmacist; I could fill prescriptions, but I was not allowed to touch the cabinet containing the “dangerous” drugs.

Incidentally, Father told me he had bought the drugstore at 1812 Center Avenue, corner of Roberts Street, from an honest Connecticut Yankee named Harley who assured him he would easily make fifty dollars a day clear profit—a fortune in those days—and if he did not, he, Harley, would buy back the store.

On the first day when Father opened the doors at 6:00 A.M., he was surprised to find a lineup of thirty or more shabbily dressed men who came crowding into the store, each one banging a silver dollar or half dollar on the counter and pointing to a drawer behind it marked SOD. Bicarb. Father opened the innocent drawer and there found two neat rows of powders prepared by Mr. Harley, the left row marked “Heroin 50¢ ” and the right “Cocaine $1.” Father was shocked. He drove the mob out of the store and told its members never to come again.

And then nothing happened. No one came to the drugstore. No one came to have a prescription filled, no one came to buy five cents’ worth of castor oil. Apparently this drugstore was known far and wide as a dope joint, and the neighborhood shunned it. Instead of making a fortune, Father did not make a cent.

In desperation he called on the doctors of nearby Passavant Hospital and on the many doctors with offices on Center Avenue to explain the situation. Rather hesitatingly they began to send patients to him, and by the time Gilbert and I arrived the laboratory and the living room behind it had become an intellectual center, a meeting place of the best doctors, an oasis of civilization in what was then known as “the Hill District” of Pittsburgh.


Chapter 2
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Bryan, Theodore Roosevelt,
Andrew Mellon

It is now more than three quarters of a century since that morning of February 9, 1909, when I walked into the editorial office of the Pittsburgh Leader and said I wanted to be a reporter. There was no vacancy, I was told, but if I would care to stay on awhile and learn, they would give me $3.50 a week for lunch money. I stayed on.

The long stay in my father’s house had not cured me of my childhood hatred of witches and stepmothers, and besides, newspaper adventures still appealed to my farm-boy mind as the greatest of all callings.

And then in 1909 and 1910 it all came true: imagine it, a country boy, with not even a high school diploma, just turned twenty, being sent to interview William Jennings Bryan; to be for a whole day with the greatest man of the time, Theodore Roosevelt; and to report the divorce case of the richest man in town, one of the billionaires of the world, Andrew W. Mellon. On each of these occasions I thought I had reached the zenith, the perihelion of journalism; it could not then enter my mind that in two cases the press—and that meant all public opinion—considered my heroes as more or less has-beens, and in the third instance there was no intention ever to print my reports—but instead perhaps to use them for financial, or blackmailing, purposes.

My First Hero: Bryan

In his three campaigns for the Presidency Bryan had become known as “the silver-tongued orator,” “the Tiberius Gracchus of the West,” who “spoke for the wage-laborer, the country lawyer, the cross-roads merchant, the farmer and the miner.” He was a populist, and he had become famous when, in a speech at a Democratic national convention in which he had intended to nominate someone for President, he had concluded with the words that still echo in American history: “You shall not press down upon the brow of labor the crown of thorns. You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold.”

But “great” as Mr. Bryan may have appeared to a large part of the world—a “great man,” said Disraeli, was “one who affects his generation”—to my city editor in 1910 he was merely a politician who got licked three times. “Ask him if he is going to run for President again,” said Mr. Eagle, and he laughed and named the hotel.

There was no difficulty getting to see my first hero. The surprise was that at about 11:00 A.M.—our first “evening” edition already on the streets—Bryan was still in bed. Not being a trained reporter, knowing nothing about the diplomacy of interviewing, I began by naming my paper, the Pittsburgh Leader, and doing exactly what I had been instructed to do.

“Mr. Bryan,” I said, “do-you-intend-to-run-for-President-a-fourth-time?”

Even before I had finished my question William Jennings Bryan, clad in a one-piece Yeager suit of yellowish-gray spotty woolly underwear, neck to wrists to ankles, flap in front and back, heaved from his bed and shouted, “Out! Out! You impudent cub!”

He seemed to rush at me. I fled.

Now, one of the first good newspaper stories a cub hears is about the stupid reporter who came back from his assignment and said, “No story. There was no ascension. Balloon blew up. Everyone killed.” And yet, I acted just as stupidly.

“He didn’t answer,” I told Mr. Eagle. “Just got out of bed and threw me out.”

“Did he hit you?” asked my city editor eagerly.

“No. Just shoved me through the door.” I described the scene.

“Great,” said Mr. Eagle. “Write it. Don’t forget the one-piece woolen underwear. Don’t forget the flap in front and the flap in back. And the edgings at the neck, wrists and ankles.”

I wrote it. Our main edition, the night edition, came out at 3:00 P.M. It was the first time I had ever made the front page. But there it was, unsigned but somewhat enlarged by Mr. Eagle, with a four-column headline:

BRYAN ASSAULTS LEADER REPORTER

A Day With T.R.

Sometime later that same year I got my greatest assignment; I was to travel for one day with a man whose “greatness” was never questioned by friend or enemy. I do not now remember what front-page news Theodore Roosevelt made in Pittsburgh in 1910 but I was already journalistically wise enough to know why a big newspaper—one of the very few supporting a third party, and the only one in Pittsburgh—could afford to send a half-trained reporter (me) to cover so great an event. The speech was made in the evening—hours after our night edition was on the streets—and this meant extra work, and needless to say no extra pay, and all the old-timers hated these assignments. Moreover, as I learned the next morning, the city editor had the speech in advance, as well as the morning papers to copy, and all I had to do was write what was known in the trade as “local color.”

However, there was an unforeseen complication: T.R. spoke from one of several large balconies of the Monongahela House, facing a vast open space leading to the river, now crowded with tens of thousands of uproarious citizens. The reporters were with T.R. But the camera crews with their explosive flashlight powder were on the next balcony, and it so happened that being the youngest, I was pushed away from the center by the other newspapermen. When the photographs were developed, the person nearest the camera (me, not T.R.) came out biggest of all. As I could not be scissored out, the pictures appeared in all seven papers, morning and evening, with a large figure in the foreground, retouched, bearded, an unidentified old man. Even my own newspaper disowned me.

The notes, which I had written frantically, trying to keep up with T.R.—no newspaperman in those years used shorthand—were thrown into the wastebasket, but my report on the lights, the crowds, the words most enthusiastically applauded did appear in print. Mr. Roosevelt was not yet officially a candidate on the Bull Moose or Progressive Party ticket, but no one who heard him doubted that he would ran or that he was actually running. He was as usual denouncing the trusts (without of course naming them) and advocating better laws favoring the working man, and more democracy—everything that made him then a dangerous radical in the Republican Party press. He also favored a graduated income tax, which was the idea and almost the exact words of two real radicals I did not hear of until I became Berlin correspondent of the Chicago Tribune in the 1920s—Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in their Communist Manifesto of 1848.

Moreover, in Pittsburgh the day I spoiled the photographs, and the next day when I was permitted to accompany T.R. on the first of his three-day swing in our tri-state territory (the Pittsburgh corner of Pennsylvania, a part of West Virginia and a part of Ohio), the great trust-buster and the alleged hero of San Juan Hill became also my hero.

How heroic a figure Theodore Roosevelt was then, and how corrupt the age, can hardly be imagined now. T.R., Bryan the populist, Senator Robert La Follette of the Progressive Party Debs the Socialist rose to national leadership almost simultaneously with the great movement that revolutionized American journalism (although in its time, the early years of the century, it was the magazine medium and not the daily newspaper that dared to investigate and expose the almost universal corruption).

Muckraking is given only one decade, 1902 to 1912, by various later historians, dating from three articles in the January 1903 issue of McClure’s. The rival claimants to the title “first muckraker” were Ida M. Tarbell and Lincoln Steffens. Both began their investigations years earlier, Miss Tarbell in 1897 on Standard Oil, “the mother of trusts,” and Steffens on boss rule in the major cities—“Tweed Days in St. Louis” was the first of his series—in 1902.

The muckrakers not only exposed the “vested the “money power” and the “ruling families” but named them. T.R. did not. The other radicals—Bryan, La Follette and Debs—failed to win the Presidency, and Mark Hanna thought he had disposed forever of the fourth radical, T.R., by burying him in the Vice Presidency. The “bullet coming from the west,” which had been predicted in a Hearst editorial, made T.R. President in 1901, and Mark Hanna called him publicly “that damned cowboy in the White House.” In 1904 T.R. seemed to have no difficulty being nominated and elected, and two years later, for reasons then unknown and unprobed, he made a famous speech that turned Bunyan’s good word “muckraking” into one ot the most pejorative words in the English language.

The Mellon Divorce Hearing

Late in 1910, the year I graduated from my teens in September, I was assigned to report the Mellon divorce case, which was soon to become one of the great newspaper sensations of the era—but not in Pittsburgh, where it was totally suppressed in the Republican, Democratic and self-styled independent newspapers, and even the generally accepted liberal weeklies. Whether this news was used for blackmail, I cannot truthfully say, but surely it was not a mere coincidence that the Dispatch, the most respectable of the morning journals, shortly afterwards blossomed with page advertisements for not only the Mellon bank but other Mellon enterprises.

The son of the owner of one of the largest department stores believed that, like medieval lords who had “the right of the first night” with the bride of every one of his serfs, he had the right to rape every pretty salesgirl. When I reported his court hearing, my city editor for the first time in my life gave me a sheet of carbon paper and said to make a copy. I made it. It was sent immediately to the business department. It was not printed. However, within a few days the Leader, along with all other papers, printed double that department store’s advertising every Sunday. The price per page, so we were told, had also gone up. Not one Pittsburgh newspaper ever mentioned this rape story.

How rich Andrew Mellon was the day I saw him in court I do not know, but with the bank, Alcoa, Koppers, and even a nationally known whiskey called Old Grandad, he was rated in the hundreds of millions. Today the Mellon family is said to be the richest in the country, its wealth estimated at five billion dollars.

My first surprise in the divorce courtroom was to find myself the only reporter present. (Why waste a reporter’s time when there was no intention to have him write anything or to publish anything?) My next was to see the leading lawyer of Pittsburgh, Rody P. Marshall, in friendly conversation with his rival, William Blakely, formerly known as “the fearless prosecuting attorney of Allegheny County.” Mellon had hired not only these two stars, but also the former governor of Pennsylvania, a man named Stone, and a half dozen others of almost equal prominence—in other words Mellon, who had a monopoly on aluminum and other commodities, now had a monopoly on legal talent in Pittsburgh, and his wife, Nora Mullen Mellon, had to find a noted Philadelphia lawyer, Paul Ache, to represent her.

Although present-day book writers credit Ache with breaking the so-called conspiracy of silence about the most sensational divorce trial of the century, I am certain that the Philadelphia North American got its tip and its first story from the Pittsburgh News Bureau, a one-man outfit flourishing on the sale abroad of the almost daily suppressed Pittsburgh news. The News Bureau was John Goldstrom, a colleague and friend of mine to whom I, and other reporters young enough in the profession still to feel shame about its lack of ethics, gave the news gratis and enjoyed seeing the items published elsewhere.

Although the Mellon divorce case was headlined in New York and other cities, only the North American had the enterprise to ship in bundles of hundreds of copies for sale in our fair city—but the moment the Mellon forces heard about it, they created another sensational news item: they sent the Pittsburgh police into the streets by the dozens, the papers were grabbed, the newsboys clubbed, their property destroyed. The next day’s bundles were bought up at the railroad station. All copies that escaped confiscation changed hands easily at one dollar each.

Nor was clubbing of newsboys the only illegal action sponsored by the Mellons. When the North American reporter arrived, I gave him my notes and he wrote a thousand-word story, which he sent press-rate collect, as usual. It was suppressed by Western Union. He tried the rival company, Postal Telegraph, and again he could not get through. Both great national services deliberately violated the law at Mellon insistence. But even the Mellon hundred-million-dollar fortune could not stop telephonic communication, and this is how the North American got through.

The third Mellon illegality was having a law passed by the State of Pennsylvania legislature ending the right of jury trial in divorce cases. Divorces became secret; they could be held in a judge’s chambers or before a referee. The vote in favor was 168 to 0—the name of the bill’s sponsor was Rep. John Scott. It was signed immediately by Governor Tener.

Said the North American editorially: “This act robs a wife of her constitutional right of a jury trial. Friends of Mrs. Mellon … fear the new law is a demonstration of Mellon’s skill in noiseless, effective methods in all his undertakings.”

There was a secret hearing. Mellon won his divorce. The Scott law was then declared unconstitutional. But whenever anyone called at the prothonotary’s office, lawyer or reporter, to examine the legal papers on file, he was told they were out, they had been mislaid, they were somehow unavailable. They may have been destroyed.

In July 1911, three months after the passage of the Scott law, six months after Mellon began his suit, Will Irwin, one of the original muckrakers, in his series “The American Newspaper,” in Collier’s, then rightly known as “the national weekly,” published his chapter on Cincinnati and Pittsburgh. He told all of us who worked for the seven dailies how ignorant we were of their ownership and control, he showed us that all our papers were corrupt, he stated categorically that, in Pittsburgh at least, “freedom of the press” was nonexistent.

Of our seven dailies the public may or may not have known that two were actually owned by a bank—Mr. Mellon’s chief rival, the Farmers National—and two others belonged to Senator George T. Oliver. All four followed the fortunes and decisions of the Republican Party and the biggest of Big Business.

T. Hart Given’s Farmers National actually sent a vice president named Arthur Braun, whom I hated the several years I worked for the Post, to censor all the news in that paper and the evening Sun. The sacred cows and golden calves of the two Given and two Oliver papers were money, power, business, the G.O.P.

But Irwin’s revelations about the three self-styled “independent” dailies were the real shock to their editorial employees. The Dispatch, which we thought the best of the seven, Irwin disclosed as secretly in the clutches of the Mellon banks, the Frick interests and the Pennsylvania Railroad.

As for the Press, the supposedly “liberal” paper, its owner, Colonel Oliver P. Hershmann, wrote Irwin, was a friend of the two city bosses, Flynn and Magee. “Gang-established, gang-favored,” Irwin concluded, “the Press was of no use for the purposes of reform.”

The Pittsburgh Leader. My paper. When John Nevin owned it, Irwin wrote, “it fought for a better Pittsburgh. When Nevin died, his descendants sold it to Alexander Pollock Moore, who was backed by William Flynn, the old joint boss with Christopher Magee, a contractor … grown rich on city jobs. Moore had always been associated with the gang.…” This was a reference to the great national scandal known as “The Pittsburgh Graft Cases.”

Many years later, in Berlin for the Chicago Tribune, I read the final revelations in the case of the now deceased Pittsburgh Leader. In the list of holders of bonds worth a total of $503,000, the two most important were:


Union Trust Company (Mellon) … $188,000
Union Savings Bank (Mellon) … $172,000




Chapter 3
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“The Divine Sarah,”
“Red Emma,” and Others

The best of all possible worlds for a beginner reporter in my time and probably at all times, was and is the small city. In a metropolis chances were small; in a country town there may be notable experiences. Looking backward, I think my Pittsburgh apprenticeship, 1909–1916, was ideal, years bulging with great names, noteworthy events.

The explanation for my getting the opening-night tickets for the “last” or “final” or “positively last final” farewell appearance of the actress universally known as the “greatest in the world,” Sarah Bernhardt, is quite simple. No one wanted them. In those journalistic days everything damned by the word “highbrow” was the subject of laughter in the city rooms of all seven papers, the word “culture” was pejorative, the word “art”—in a city that held an international exhibit every two years—joined four-letter unprintable words. Not one evening paper in my time ever mentioned a book. If there was a college graduate among my hundred or more fellow reporters, he kept his sin a secret.

And so every Monday Mr. Eagle would hand out the theatre tickets, Pittsburgh and visiting orchestra tickets, tickets for famous lecturers and for recitals by, among others, Rubinstein, Ysaye, Nordica, Melba and Schumann-Heinck, and I would get them all. What the rest of the staff fought for were the baseball tickets, the tickets for the fights, for all sporting events, and the Gayety and the Grand—the one showing burlesque, the other vaudeville. At the two legitimate theaters, the Nixon and the Alvin, I remember seeing Richard Mansfield, at least three Barrymores, Forbes-Robertson in Romeo and Juliet, Richard Bennett in Damaged Goods, and even James O’Neill, the ham-actor father of the great playwright Eugene O’Neill; and best of all, the Divine Sarah.

“Talk to the theatre manager—not to her,” Mr. Eagle instructed me, “and find out if she has her coffin with her—or if it’s only a press agent yarn.”

Opening night tickets were for L’Aiglon. I wanted to see all seven Bernhardt performances, but evening newspapers did not rate more than two tickets for opening night, gallery prices had gone sky-high, and although my pay was now eight dollars a week, I could not afford it. Fortunately the Nixon needed more ushers, and I had a friend who made extra money ushering, so he got me one of the two jobs. I gave my tickets to my father and ushered all week for Sarah Bernhardt.

It was an opening night to remember forever. The curtain went up to disclose an almost empty stage that the program said represented the battlefield of a famous Napoleonic victory. The Divine Sarah, dressed in a Napoleonic uniform, the youthful son of the great soldier—she was now well into her sixties and always opened with L’Aiglon to prove her youthfulness—walked across the wasteland and filled it with her sublime voice, uttering—yes, “uttering”—the one word, twice: “Wagram! Wagram!”

I can hear it now. The word “Wagram” seemed to penetrate the minds and bodies of everyone in the audience—a sort of shock wave—and the great Bernhardt, apparently aware of its effect, said nothing more for a long time; she neither spoke nor moved until the spell was broken.

It was a wonderful week for me. I was present every night and for every matinée, and although my high school French was of little help, I understood the plots. I recall vividly the climactic scene in La Dame aux Camélias in which my heroine tore up many hundred-franc, or perhaps thousand-franc, notes and threw the pieces in the face of her lover whom, even in my innocence, I suspected of betraying her, or discarding her; and again, although I did not understand the words, I still remember that at the time I thought every word, every gesture was sublime and that the world would never see her like again.

Years, decades, more than half a century passed, and then one day a few years ago my niece Marian Seldes, who has starred in several plays on Broadway and won many awards, and who is noted for the beauty of her voice, was given the lead in a play in which she portrayed Sarah Bernhardt. Marian asked me to repeat to her all I remembered of my week as an usher in the Pittsburgh theatre.

I remembered the divine voice. I remembered the word “Wagram” spoken twice, and thinking it over I concluded that if the Divine Sarah were to appear in New York today in L’Aiglon, every critic in the metropolis would describe her as a “ham actress,” or at best “a very old-fashioned actress.”

Was I wrong in 1910? Am I wrong now? Fortunately a friend has recently sent me as a gift a cassette called “Voices of the 20th Century,” a remarkable achievement that begins with the voice of Florence Nightingale and ends with that of Helen Keller, narrated by Henry Fonda. And for a moment I was thrilled to hear the voice I remembered—Sarah Bernhardt in the emotional climax of a French play—and immediately I realized that what was divine in 1910 is “ham” in 1980. The divinity of the earliest decade of the century is shouting, ranting, emoting, in the ninth decade.

As for the rosewood satin-lined coffin in which La Bernhardt was supposed to sleep at times—to accustom herself to the inevitable, as some said—and which was supposed to accompany her on her American tour, neither the ushers nor the theatre workers could find a trace of it. Its existence was not admitted, and Mr. Eagle had to do without a good story. On closing night, however, the Divine Sarah called everyone connected with the theatre, from the manager to the ushers, and the extras for mob scenes, and thanked us in a beautiful-sounding little speech, blending the most beautiful voice with the most beautiful language, which no person present fully understood. We felt well paid for the week.

Lillian Russell

So far as my paper was concerned—and probably so far as America cared—the visits of Lillian Russell were more newsworthy than any one of the final appearances of Sarah Bernhardt, or any other foreigner, for that matter.

Russell was not only a heavenly star. She was for many years a local celebrity, first as the special friend of “Diamond Jim” Brady, the salesman who sold engines and rolling stock for the Pressed Steel Car Company and made millions, and later, as the wife of Alexander Pollock Moore, the editor and presumed millionaire owner of the Pittsburgh Leader.

Mr. Moore told everyone he had “a great interest in the theatre,” which for several years before the advent of Lillian Russell meant exclusively young and beautiful and usually very blonde young ladies, many from the chorus, but destined, Mr. Moore said, to become stars. He also assured them that newspaper publicity was the ladder to heaven. He himself was too big a man to engage in public relations jobs, so he sat his young ladies on his office couch and called in one of the hired hands to do the interviewing and writing.

In my second or third year on the Leader, when Mr. Moore heard that I was doing what passed for “dramatic criticism”—which meant rewriting the Tuesday morning papers or the Monday press agent handouts—and also that I had become the stringer for Variety, he called me frequently to the front office to write up his weekly discoveries, giggling girls who would, Mr. Moore would say in their presence, “play Shakespeare—Juliet, you know—or that new man Isben.”

“Nora, in A Doll’s House,” I would interpolate, unable to restrain myself from adding, “by Ibsen.”

Mr. Moore would nod and say, “Yes, that’s the guy.”

A one-column story, two-column picture.

But things were different when Lillian Russell arrived—this time without Mr. Brady. The famous American beauty, still handsome in the robust style of the times but past her prime, magnificently sparkling with jewels, was interviewed not by me but by William Barr, the editorial writer, the newspaper man who according to a sinister rumor was a college graduate.

Mr. Barr was in a glow. He wrote glowingly of Miss Russell. Two-column picture, two-column interview, this time on the front page. Miss Russell awarded Mr. Barr the book she was carrying, the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius in limp leather, the noble thoughts of Plato’s ideal ruler, the king-philosopher or philosopher-king of a future age, with paragraphs underlined by Miss Russell to constitute, she said, “my own philosophy of life.” Mr. Barr read aloud for us many of the underlined thoughts. I was so impressed I remembered something about “living every day as if it were your last” for at least sixty years, since it was one of the first “great quotations” I looked for when I was compiling my book. Here are the several quotations I remembered:


Live every day as if it were your last.

No man is happy who does not think himself so.

Whatever happens to thee, it was prepared for thee from all eternity.

The happiness of your life depends upon the quality of your thoughts, therefore guard accordingly; and take care that you entertain no actions unsuitable to virtue and reasonable nature.



I do not remember the date of the marriage of Lillian Russell and Mr. Moore, but it was surely before the July 1911 Will Irwin exposé that revealed the Leader editor as a figurehead for Bill Flynn, the real owner, political boss, city contractor. Mr. Moore was merely a glorified reporter, making perhaps twice the regular top pay of twenty-five dollars a week. Miss Russell was broke at the time. She may have thought the “owner” of a city paper worth a million, at least half a million, and everyone, including Mr. Moore, thought the actress sparkling with Jim Brady’s diamonds worth at least as much. And so they were married.

But the marriage did not last very long, and the gossip columnists out of respect for a fellow journalist did not speculate on the financial surprises that followed. There was a separation—and in our office it was said vulgarly what the French say in a civilized manner: it was a manage blanc.

As for the alleged owner of my first newspaper, I actually met him on the streets of Paris one day in the late 1920s, and he immediately invited me to join his party for dinner at Giro’s. Now he actually was rich. The rumors were that this former liberal Pittsburgh editor, friend of labor, backer of Theodore Roosevelt, of the Progressive Party and Bob La Follete had switched his allegiance, or Boss Flynn had switched it for him: the Leader had supported Warren Gamaliel Harding, and the Ohio Gang had shown its appreciation by giving Mr. Moore permits to import from Canada whiskey “for medicinal purposes,” carloads of it, and eventually Mr. Moore had become so rich he could afford to retire and buy himself an embassy. He was our ambassador to Spain.

Emma Goldman

The most noted—the press called her “the most notorious—woman I met in Pittsburgh, and later in Paris and other capitals of Europe, was Emma Goldman. Even the few American newspapers that refrained from labeling her “Red Emma” never treated her as a normal human being worthy of the title “miss,” but referred to her as “the Goldman woman,” just as they referred later to Ruth Snyder, when she was tried and hanged for murder, as “the Snyder woman.”

Although today Emma Goldman is honored throughout the world where women are making progress or have already achieved equality, along with Susan B. Anthony, Emmeline Pankhurst and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and men and women can buy T-shirts with her face on them, in my time she was actually hounded from city to city, arrested “on suspicion” and for “disturbing the peace,” jailed in every town in which a President of the United States ever appeared for a speech, and once charged with inspiring a mentally defective young man to assassinate President McKinley. (In truth and in fact, the assassin was influenced by editorials in Hearst Sr.’s New York Journal—and the only man in public life courageous enough to say so was Theodore Roosevelt.)

Wherever she went most of her public life Emma Goldman was refused a room in a hotel, and she rarely was able to rent a big hall for one of her lectures or speeches. Naturally enough, as with Gorki in Philadelphia and other notable Russians after him, when she came to Pittsburgh Emma Goldman would find refuge in the guest room over my father’s drugstore.

On one occasion my city editor said to me, “She’s staying at your house; you go and report her meeting tonight.” So that night in. 1910 or 1911 I went to a German Turnverein meeting place that Emma had been able to rent and found it crowded to the doors with about one hundred men and women.

Waiting for Emma to appear, I began to notice familiar faces in the small audience; they puzzled me at first, for they were not my father’s friends. Then I recognized a man I knew well, and the mystery was solved: he was the chief of detectives at Central Police Station where I had served a part of my apprenticeship, and the other thirty-nine familiar faces were those of detectives or plainclothesmen from the same institution. But what were they doing here?

The lecture was entitled “The Emancipation of Women,” or something very like that, and quoted largely from modern playwrights on the equality of the sexes, notably Ibsen’s Nora in A Doll’s House and Hedda Gabler, and Sudermann’s play Heimat, which in English is entitled Magda.

Imagine the boredom of forty Pittsburgh police agents sitting through almost two hours of modern drama, listening to a plea for the liberation of women, votes for women, equality of the sexes.

Then Emma said, “In conclusion I want all of you to remember that Ibsen is one of the greatest revolutionary writers of our time.” At the word “revolutionary” all forty members of the Pittsburgh police force, strategically placed in various parts of the hall, half rose in their seats, and I saw those nearest me reach into their jackets for their hidden guns. But Emma disappointed them. She threw no bombs.

On another occasion, I do not now remember where or when, I heard her lecture on anarchism. She began with her definition. “It is the philosophy of a new social order based on unrestricted liberty and the theory that all government rests on violence and is therefore wrong, harmful and unnecessary.” The police present considered an arrest. She concluded that she was opposed to all violence, and especially to individual violence. Did that include the shooting of the steel tycoon Frick by her lover, Alexander Berkman? It did. The rest of the anarchism lecture was devoted to Prince Kropotkin, Tolstoy, Ferrer’s Modern School, Proudhon’s “Property is theft” and Thoreau’s “Duty of Civil Disobedience.” Another treat for the police forces.

But one day I found that “red” Emma was human, all too human. We were at breakfast, and the morning papers were on the table. There was a large illustrated feature story of a new fad sweeping the country: Irene Castle had introduced bobbed hair for women, boyish bobbed hair. Emma read and shook her head sadly.

“I introduced bobbed hair for women,” she said. “Years ago. And I can prove it.”

How could she prove it?

“All my Rogue’s Gallery photographs in every city of the United States, in every police station—there I am in 1900 and ever after, with bobbed hair.”

Ray Sprigle and Joe Hill

When my friend Ray Sprigle became city editor of the Pittsburgh Post in 1912, he offered me a job at twenty dollars a week. We were both considered radicals because we were friendly to all the labor leaders and especially to John L. Lewis. We declared ourselves for unionization, and we fraternized with the Typographical Union leaders and members in our own shop.

One day, during a strike, an unscheduled parade of several thousand men up Penn Avenue halted at the Post building. We heard men shouting, “We want Sprigle. We want Sprigle.” But Ray could not very well make a speech to striking workmen from the balcony of one of Banker Given’s buildings, so he walked down the two flights of stairs and promised the leaders he would address them elsewhere his next free day. (Sprigle, to our surprise, was not fired. He was the best city editor in town, frequently quit his desk and went out on a story himself. Years later he won the Pulitzer Prize for a series of articles and later a book about his life, disguised as a Black, in the still uncivilized South.)

When Bill Haywood came to the coal and iron capital of America, Sprigle and I went to his headquarters, not for news stories, which we knew would never be published, but out of interest in the new labor movement, the IWW, Industrial Workers of the World. And so by chance along with its new leaders we met the ballad-maker of the IWW, Joe Hill.

Joel Hägglund, born in 1879 in Sweden, on arrival at Ellis Island Americanized his name to Joe Hillstrom, and many years later on joining the IWW shortened it to Joe Hill. When Sprigle and I met him, he was in his early thirties, already famous for his union song, in which all of us joined at every meeting:


You will eat, bye and bye.
In that glorious land above the sky;
Work and pray, live on hay,
You’ll get pie in the sky when you die.



At this conclusion everyone in the hail burst into a great shout of “And that’s a






The Reverend “Billy” Sunday
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