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To my parents, Mary and Elliott Maraniss, with eternal gratitude



Author’s Note

Think of this story as a wheel.

The hearing in Room 740 is the hub where all the spokes connect.


But the truth, the first truth, probably, is that we are all connected, watching one another. Even the trees.

—Arthur Miller, Timebends



— PART ONE —

Watching One Another
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The Imperfect S


I WAS NOT yet three years old and have no memory of anything that happened that day. It was March 12, 1952. My father, Elliott Maraniss, sat at the witness table in Room 740 of the Federal Building in Detroit, where he had been subpoenaed to testify before the House Committee on Un-American Activities. As the questioning neared the end, he asked whether he could read a statement. There were several points he wanted to make about his freedoms as an American citizen, as an army veteran who had commanded an all-black company during World War II, and as a newspaperman. John Stephens Wood of Georgia, chairman of the committee, rejected this request. “We don’t permit statements,” Wood said. “If you have one written there, we shall be glad to have it filed with the clerk.”

The chairman’s denial was arbitrary. If a witness was compliant, named names, repented, and humbly sought absolution, then a statement might be allowed. But my father was not compliant. He challenged the committee’s definition of what it meant to be American and invoked the Fifth Amendment in refusing to answer questions about his political activities, so his statement was submitted—unread—to the committee clerk, and from there essentially buried and forgotten. No mention was made of it in newspaper accounts the next day, nor was it included as an addendum to the hearing transcript published by the U.S. Government Printing Office months later. It was just one more document entombed in history, eventually stored in the vast collections of the National Archives in downtown Washington, the same vaulted building that holds original copies of the Declaration of Independence, the U.S. Constitution, and the Bill of Rights—the foundation trinity of the American idea.

By the time I looked at the committee’s old files, sixty-three years had passed since the hearing. My father was dead, as were Chairman Wood and all the other players in that long-ago drama. But the moment came alive to me as soon as I opened a folder in Series 3, Box 32, of the HUAC files and found the statement. Three pages. Typed and dated. When I began reading the first page, it was not the writing that struck me but the physical aspect of the words on the page, starting with the first letter of the first word of the first line:

Statement of Elliott Maraniss.

That was the line, though in the original, the capital S of “Statement” jumped up a half-space, as capital letters on manual typewriters sometimes did. And in typing his first name, it looked as though my father twice hit the neighboring r key instead of the t, and rather than x-ing it out or starting over again he had just gone back and typed two t’s over the r’s.

The pages that followed were resonant with meaning. My father was trying to explain who he was, what he believed in, and the predicament in which he found himself. But it was the composition of that prosaic first line that hit me hardest, the imperfect S.

This seems to be how life often works; the smallest gestures and details can assume the most significance. Now I could place myself in 1952, sitting there in Detroit as my father composed his statement only days after being fired from his newspaper job in the wake of a subpoena and the testimony of an FBI informant who had identified him as a member, or former member, of the local Communist Party. I could see my dad at the typewriter, a place where I had watched him so often in later years. He was a hunt-and-peck typist, jabbing away at an old dusk-gray upright with his index fingers, a Pall Mall (and later Viceroy) burning beside him in a heavy glass ashtray strewn with half-smoked and twice-smoked cigarette butts. There was a certain violence and velocity, thrilling but harmless, to his typing. He was messy and noisy, accompanying his work with a low, vibrating hum, thinking wordlessly aloud. He punched so hard and fast that ribbons frayed and keys stuck. He slapped the carriage return with the confidence of an old-school newspaperman. He was always making typos and correcting them by x-ing them out or typing over them, like those r’s and t’s.

It is invariably thrilling to discover an illuminating document during the research process of writing a book, but in this case that sensation was overtaken by pangs of a son’s regret. Looking at the typed statement, I started to absorb, finally, what I had never fully allowed myself to feel before: the pain and disorientation of what my father had endured. For decades I had desensitized myself to what it must have been like for him. I had always considered him in the moment, rarely if ever relating present circumstances to the context of his past. As much as I loved him, I had never tried to put myself in his place during those years when he was in the crucible, living through what must have been the most trying and transformative experience of his life. Until I saw the imperfect S.



THE RESEARCH VISITS to the National Archives came at the beginning of my long-overdue attempt to understand what had happened to my father and our family and the country during what has come to be known as the McCarthy era, named for the demagogic senator who emblemized the anticommunist Red Scare fury of the early 1950s. Joseph McCarthy himself enters this story only as a shadowy presence in the background. As far as I can tell, my father never encountered him, and McCarthy never uttered his name. Their connection was more poetic than literal. McCarthy came from Wisconsin and died in 1957. That is the same year my father emerged from five years of being blacklisted and our family’s fortunes changed for the better when he was hired by the Capital Times in Wisconsin, a progressive Madison newspaper that made its name fighting McCarthy.

But even while McCarthy grabbed sensational headlines, the House Un-American Activities Committee, as it was commonly called (hence the acronym HUAC), was closer to the center of it all. Committee members and staff positioned themselves as arbiters, investigators, inquisitors, judges, juries, crusaders, patriots. In Washington and at hearings on the road like the one in Detroit, their intent was to root out and publicly shame people who had been affiliated with the Communist Party. Are you now or have you ever been . . . ? The assumption was that a party member was indisputably unpatriotically un-American.

Un-American—a bland word construction with explosive intent, and peculiarly American at that. To accuse a citizen of France of being un-French or a Brit of being un-British or a Swiss of being un-Swiss would mean—exactly what? The first impulse might be to conjure up some innocuous stereotype of each country: the un-French not liking food, the un-British disdaining flowers, the un-Swiss afraid of heights. But the un-American label came to connote something more sinister. To be labeled un-American by the committee meant that you were considered subversive, scary, alien, spineless, spiteful, and disdainful of wholesome American traditions. You probably hated apple pie and baseball, but also had no use for democracy and were intent on the violent overthrow of the government.

I knew my father as none of those things. By the time I reached political consciousness, he had survived, adjusted, and moved on, rarely looking back. That earlier period, as my older brother, Jim, once explained to me, “was like another life, one that didn’t belong to him anymore at all, just a folly, and it was a dead letter to him, and should stay dead.”

My father was born in Boston in 1918 and spent most of his childhood years in Brooklyn, but once he left the East Coast to attend college in Michigan he turned into a booster of the people, places, and sensibility of Middle America—of Big Ten universities and glacier lakes with swimming beaches and dairy farmers and black earth and corn on the cob and Tigers or Cubs or White Sox or Braves games on the radio. When we moved to Madison, he brought with him only a few exotic remnants from his past, including an appetite for bagels and onions and liverwurst and the delight he took in teaching us silly tunes from his New York childhood. The Bowery, the Bowery, they say such things and they do strange things on the Bowery, the Bowery. I’ll never go there anymore. And another that ended Go easy on the monkey wrench, your father was a nut. But his tastes beyond that were decidedly Middle American. He would sit in front of the television set in his big chair in the living room and watch Red Skelton play the country bumpkin Clem Kadiddlehopper and laugh so hard that he’d start coughing. Every time we drove around the curve of Lake Michigan, traveling between Madison and Ann Arbor, he’d have us recite the same ditty: Chicken in a car and the car can’t go. That’s how you spell Chi-ca-go.

In politics and journalism, he taught me to be skeptical but not cynical, to root for underdogs, think for myself, be wary of rigid ideologies, and search for the messy truth wherever it took me. So many better-known figures of the Old Left had taken other paths, either toward neoconservatism and staunch anticommunism or toward bitterness and despair, but he had done neither. He emerged as a liberal but undogmatic optimist. There was no sourness or orthodoxy in him. His favorite essayist was George Orwell, whose leftist politics were accompanied by a clear-eyed assessment of the totalitarian horrors of the left as well as the right. He was a newspaperman first and foremost, with a keen appreciation for human foibles and failings. He was generous with money, affection, encouragement, and the benefit of the doubt. He seemed tolerant of almost everything but intolerance. Hate the action, not the person, he would say; racism, not the racist. “It could be worse” was his mantra, a phrase that represented his response to daily vicissitudes but carried a meaning deeper than I realized—as did most of his teachings. It is hard for me to overstate how much of a force for good he was not only in my life and those of my siblings, but also in the lives of scores of newspaper people, professional acquaintances, and friends of the family who were heartened and encouraged by his intuitive intelligence and positive nature over many decades.

But there was a time when Elliott Maraniss was a communist. I say this without hesitation, without shame or pride. There are aspects of his thinking during that period that I can’t reconcile, and will never reconcile, as hard as I try to figure them out and as much of a trail as he left for me through his writings. I can appreciate his motivations, but I am confounded by his reasoning and his choices. He wanted the reality of American life to live up to the words of the Declaration of Independence and the belief that all men are created equal. He was driven by a quest for racial and economic equality, for the betterment of humankind, and believed that capitalism had benefited the rich at the expense of working people, of that I am certain. But among other indefensible positions, how could he buy the Soviet line after the 1939 Nonaggression Pact between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany? It was a head-spinning turnabout; suddenly the world’s most ardent antifascists were talking about the need for peace in Europe and denouncing capitalist warmongers almost as loudly as they denounced Hitler. In retrospect, it seems obvious that for an extended period of his young life he was naïvely in service to rigid ideology, to the God that failed, as the title of a powerful book of essays by former communists put it. Perhaps he was even blinded by love, though I find it inadequate to attribute his involvement with communism to an attempt to please my mother, Mary Cummins Maraniss, who with her older siblings was a young communist long before meeting him.

So he was not falsely accused of being a communist because, for a time, he was one. But didn’t being a citizen of this country give him the freedom to affiliate with the politics of his choosing and to write and speak his mind, as long as he didn’t betray his country as a foreign agent? Wasn’t there an essential radical tradition in America that was propelled by a desire not to destroy but to realize something better and fairer? Was he un-American? What does that even mean? By whose standard? Un-American compared to whom and to what?



IN MY SEARCH for answers, it seemed important to study my father’s experience within the larger context of the combustible mix of other isms that shaped the middle decades of the twentieth century, including capitalism, racism, and anti-Semitism, but especially fascism and communism, the diametrically opposite political reactions to problems of the modern world that both gave rise to totalitarian systems and murderous rulers. Fascists mythologized the past, demonized outliers, and glorified military strength and will over reason; communists idealized the notion of an inevitable egalitarian future while mutating into a controlling and paranoid elite. Although my father would be the central figure in this story, my intent was not to deal with him alone, but to situate him and our family’s struggle within a larger, diverse group of people who encountered one another in Room 740 of the Federal Building in Detroit during the late winter of 1952. Witnesses, lawyers, informants, politicians. What brought each of them into that hearing room? How might their actions help me understand my father? What did their stories say not just about that frightful era but about what it means to be American or un-American? The answers were to be found outside the hearing room, along winding paths through the twentieth-century world.

The cast of Americans includes Chairman John Stephens Wood, a southern Democrat who in his youth had briefly belonged to the Ku Klux Klan, had another dark secret in his past, and during his tenure in Congress supported the poll tax and opposed all attempts to desegregate private and public institutions, including the military. Another member of the committee, Republican Charles E. Potter of Michigan, had lost both legs and one testicle to a German land mine during World War II; he returned from the war as an outspoken anticommunist but later regretted the excesses of the McCarthy era, which he called “days of shame.” The committee counsel, Frank S. Tavenner Jr., was a lawyer from the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia who did most of the interrogating at the hearings; before joining HUAC he had been the acting chief U.S. counsel at the Tokyo War Crimes Tribunal.

Along with my father another of the witnesses at the Detroit hearings was my uncle, my mother’s older brother, Robert Cummins, who after graduating from the University of Michigan in 1937 boarded a ship to France, climbed over the Pyrenees and down into Spain, where he and other Americans joined forces with Spanish Loyalists fighting Generalissimo Francisco Franco and the fascists in the Spanish Civil War. Instead of being thanked for their service, these men were hounded by the U.S. government for years, scorned for their leftist politics and dismissed as “premature anti-fascists.” Another witness was Coleman Young, a civil rights and labor activist whose unrepentant testimony at those hearings propelled him into a political life that eventually took him into the Detroit mayor’s office.

My father’s defense lawyer, George W. Crockett Jr., an African American, was a civil liberties advocate who was a partner in one of the first integrated law firms in the country, and earlier had represented defendants in the Foley Square trial, the seminal legal battle concerning the rights of Communist Party leaders in the United States. These men were charged, tried, convicted, and imprisoned for nothing more than being leaders of the party. Crockett and the other defense lawyers were also eventually jailed for contempt of court.

The informant who named hundreds of names at the Detroit hearing, Bereniece Baldwin, was a grandmother who had been recruited by the FBI to infiltrate the Michigan Communist Party, a secret life she carried out for nine years.



IN HIS UNREAD statement, my father refuted the committee with his own definition of being American. In what followed that imperfect S, he said that he had been a loyal citizen of the United States all of his thirty-four years, through war and peace; that he had enlisted in the army one week after Pearl Harbor and served for more than four years, ending with the Okinawa campaign, after which he was discharged as a captain; that he was a homeowner and taxpayer, husband and father of two boys and a girl; that he was taught in school to defend the principles of the Constitution and to try to secure for all Americans the blessings of peace, freedom, and economic well-being; and that for doing no more than that and exercising his right of free speech he had been fired from his job and blacklisted.

Now, he wrote, “I must sell my home, uproot my family and upset the tranquility and security of my three small children in the happy, formative years of their childhood. But I would rather have my children miss a meal or two now than have them grow up in the gruesome, fear-ridden future for America projected by the members of the House Committee on Un-American Activities. I don’t like to talk about these personal things. But my Americanism has been questioned and to properly measure a man’s Americanism you must know the whole pattern of his life.”

As a biographer and chronicler of social history, I’ve spent my career trying to understand the forces that shape America and to measure individuals by the whole pattern of their lives. Before now, I had always done this by researching the lives of strangers until they became familiar to me. I would do that with some people again this time, but with a twist. One of the figures was intimately familiar to me at the start. I wondered—and worried—whether by the end my father would be more of a stranger to me. But something else happened instead. I emerged with a clearer appreciation of the contradictions and imperfections of the American story—and with a better understanding of my father, of our family and its secrets, and of myself.
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In from the Cold

UNTIL THE MOMENT Bereniece Baldwin testified before the Subversive Activities Control Board in Washington on February 12, 1952, only a handful of people knew the secret life she had been living for the previous nine years. One former husband, Harvey Baldwin, knew, as did two of her adult children and one son-in-law and several special agents at the Federal Bureau of Investigation. But the world at large had not a clue. Why was this seemingly ordinary woman testifying against communists?

Bereniece Baldwin was forty-nine years old, a grandmother with gray hair and deep circles under her eyes. Born in 1902 in Mount Pleasant, in the dead center of Michigan, she had been a Detroiter most of her life. She had quit high school before graduating, and her various jobs since then had included restaurant manager, industrial diamond cutter, teletype operator, secretary at Michigan Central Depot, bookkeeper, and licensed practical nurse. Baldwin was her third surname. Her maiden name was Bamber. Husband number one was Burnett Ashley, with whom she had three children. Number two was Baldwin. Now twice divorced, she lived inconspicuously in a modest one-story brick bungalow at 16272 East State Fair Road on the working-class East Side between Seven Mile and Eight Mile. Her neighbors considered her unremarkable. She was described as pleasant, mild-mannered, plump, and matronly, standing barely five feet, with high cheekbones that relatives attributed to her maternal grandfather’s side, where the heritage was French Canadian and Cree Indian. She liked to tend her garden and care for stray cats.

When she came in from the cold on that winter morning in the nation’s capital, the realization of what she had been up to caused a sensation, especially back in her home state. Her main job for nearly a decade, it turned out, had been as a paid confidential government informant infiltrating the Detroit branch of the Communist Party USA.

The Subversive Activities Control Board was one front in a vast government effort to combat communism in America during the cold war. It had been established by the McCarran Internal Security Act of 1950, a variation of legislation first drafted by Richard Nixon in the House two years earlier, and its purpose was to identify what were known as communist action organizations or communist front organizations and require them to register as foreign agents with the Department of Justice.

Bereniece Baldwin was called as a witness for the government, considered an expert on the inner workings of the party in the middle of America. She told the board that members of the Communist Party USA were trained in Marxist dogma and were expected to know and recite the “right answers” to all major economic and political issues. They learned these answers, she said, from club discussions, party schools, a bookstore, and a series of pamphlets from the state and national organizations that even the lowest-echelon party members were required to read, including Background of the Berlin Crisis and The World Significance of Events in China and A Discussion Outline of the Marxist Position toward War. She testified that she had attended classes over the years at the Michigan School of Social Science in Detroit, an institution established by the party to teach Marxist-Leninist or Marxist-Stalinist social doctrine, and often visited the Detroit Book Store, which later changed its name to the Progressive Book Store, located across from the party headquarters on Grand River Avenue.

When Frank DeNunzio, the deputy attorney general, who served as the government’s lawyer at the Washington hearing, asked her to establish her bona fides, Baldwin presented her party membership cards and records showing her dues payments. She also recited more than twenty-five names of key leaders in the CP in Detroit and said she had hundreds more in her files from her years as party bookkeeper and dues collector.

All of this was banner headline news in the Detroit papers.

REDS IN DETROIT NAMED BY NURSE

RED ACTIVITIES IN CITY BARED

FBI SPY DESCRIBES THOUGHT CONTROL

GRANDMA’S SPY ROLE AMAZES NEIGHBORS

For the press and public in Detroit and for people who belonged to or were connected to the Communist Party in Detroit, the revelation of Baldwin’s secret life served as a foretaste of what was to come. Her Washington appearance was her public debut, but her starring role as the grandma commie informer was booked for two weeks later back home, when the House Committee on Un-American Activities would arrive for two weeks of hearings on the subject “communism in the Detroit area.”

Depending on one’s vantage point, the prospect of her testimony in Detroit was tantalizing, exciting, or chilling. One of the hundreds of names in Baldwin’s files was the name of Elliott Maraniss, who then worked on the rewrite desk of the Detroit Times, a Hearst-owned newspaper known for its fervent anticommunism. One can only imagine the wave of adrenalized fear that he felt when the report of her testimony came across the teletype. I can picture him standing there, perhaps hearing a conversation among colleagues about how juicy the story would be when Baldwin started ratting out all the Reds in Detroit.



IT WAS HARVEY Baldwin, her fiancé at the time, who nudged Bereniece into the confidential informant business in late November 1942. What prompted him to direct his soon-to-be wife into that unlikely line of work has never been clear. By the time she talked about her past, he was long gone; they were divorced in 1950, and soon after that she lost track of him. Her children and grandchildren, all the products of her first marriage, knew little about Harvey. Two of her grandchildren said they had been told that Bereniece divorced him because he was an abusive alcoholic. What is known from her own testimony is that during the early years of World War II she was working at a restaurant in Detroit frequented by local left-wing activists with whom she had a superficial acquaintance. One day Harvey suggested to her that the government could use her, that she might be valuable because of her secretarial skills. He persuaded her to accompany him to the FBI’s Detroit Field Office, where he introduced her to an agent. Not quite the usual date for a courting couple.

After a brief conversation, the agent told them to talk to him again after they got married. The wedding took place on February 13, 1943, and in April they paid another call. This time the agent broached the subject: the FBI wanted to place an informant inside the local Communist Party. Would she be interested? At the time, Bereniece did not know “exactly what the Communist Party was.” The agent suggested that she attend the next party function so that both she and the FBI could get a sense of whether being an informant was something she could handle. On May 7 the agent called to say that later that week there would be a rally in Detroit for Earl Browder, general secretary of the Communist Party USA, who was traveling the country promoting cooperation between the Soviet Union and the United States.

The Baldwins attended the rally, and when it was over, they joined the party. Two weeks later, Bereniece received her membership card in the mail along with a notice of the next meeting of Section 3, Branch 157, at an address on Michigan Avenue. That marked the beginning of her nine-year involvement with the local CP, a journey that took her from group steward to city dues collector to out-state membership secretary, and eventually custodian of all Michigan membership lists and financial records. During that time, she dropped her old-fashioned first name and went by her preferred nickname, Toby.

Baldwin’s role as a paid confidential informant differed from the world of informants who joined the party out of conviction or peer pressure and then, disillusioned, fearful, weak, or angry, decided to reveal to authorities the communist affiliations or pinko taints of former friends and associates. If there was a sense of duty in what Baldwin did, it was not prompted by ideological misgivings; hers was a predetermined assignment. She was working for money—$16,717, documents would later show. As Victor Navasky aptly described it in his book Naming Names, this was “less a matter of betraying a friend than doing a job—dirty work though it may have been.” To perform her mission, Baldwin had to be trusted as a comrade and at times an intimate friend. The line between duty and human connection inevitably blurred. She later acknowledged that she liked many of the people she was spying on. She attended the baby shower for Stephanie Allan, wife of Billy Allan, editor of the local edition of the Daily Worker, at a club member’s home on the West Side, and made the arrangements for a fellow member’s wedding at the home of Saul Wellman, a local Communist Party leader who had served with the Abraham Lincoln battalion in the Spanish Civil War. At the ceremony, she kissed the bride, whose name she later reported to the FBI.

Toby Baldwin’s name and face were familiar to most Michigan communists. She attended state party conventions, New Year’s Eve parties, and testimonial dinners, and she picketed outside the Federal Building to protest the deportation of Nat Ganley, a local party leader. She had contacts in virtually every club and cell. Frederick Douglass Community Group, Nat Turner Club, Whitman Club, 14th Congressional Group, Ford Section, Briggs Section, Automobile Miscellaneous, Downtown Club, Midtown Club, Delray Club, Dave White Club, Ralph Neafus Club in Ann Arbor, Iron River Club in the Upper Peninsula, the bookstore, the Michigan office of the Daily Worker—Baldwin was familiar with the entire network, which in trying to avoid government harassment was constantly renaming, reforming, reshaping, submerging, resurfacing, and occasionally purging.

Membership in the Communist Party USA and in the Michigan district had dropped year by year since the end of the wartime U.S.-Soviet alliance and the onset of the cold war. In a population of about 6.4 million Michiganders, there were 1,332 dues-paying CP members by the late 1940s. They were a variegated collection of outcasts and outliers, hardline ideologues and naïve dreamers who believed that communism might succeed where capitalism had failed in securing economic and racial equality and world peace. They never posed a serious threat to the American capitalist system, yet they became the objects of fear and the cause of hysteria, tracked and prosecuted as dangerous revolutionaries. For their part, many still thought of themselves as members of a transformative political vanguard, leading to a mix of inflated self-importance and intermittent paranoia.

The more responsibility Baldwin was given, the more she was put to the party loyalty test. Before she was placed in charge of membership cards in 1948, a party official called and told her that a woman she had never met would be arriving at her home and staying for the night. It appeared that this austere stranger, who would not give her name, was a party functionary who also taught at a nearby college and was sent in to check on Baldwin’s reliability. Later that same year, two men from the party burst into her house and demanded to see all the records. She directed them to a filing cabinet in her bedroom, hoping they would not discover papers detailing her contacts with the FBI that were hidden in a clothes bureau nearby. As Baldwin later remembered it, one of the men interrogated her about the luxuries in her home—how could she afford that television set?—while the other took some of the records to her basement and threw them into the furnace. “Gotta be careful about old records, ya know,” she recalled his telling her before the men left.

In 1951 the organizational secretary for Detroit’s East Side clubs, a man named Oscar Rhodes, pulled up outside her house with a large cardboard box in the backseat of his car. He told her that the box contained important CP material that was too sensitive to keep in his office. Did she have a safe place to store it? When she suggested the attic, he agreed and went out to his car to fetch the box. But he returned empty-handed, saying that two men in a black car drove by and he was certain he was being watched by the feds. More than he knew.



IN THE FIRST weeks of 1952, staff investigators for the House Committee on Un-American Activities, who had been in Detroit on and off for several months, began the final stage of preparations for the hearings. They set up shop first at the high-rise Whittier Hotel, overlooking Belle Isle and the Detroit River, and later at the Book-Cadillac Hotel downtown. W. J. (Jackson) Jones drove around the city serving subpoenas to friendly witnesses. One of his first trips was to East State Fair, where he delivered a subpoena to Bereniece Baldwin. His colleague, Donald T. Appell, conducted most of the prehearing interviews with Baldwin and other informants. Appell was a veteran at this, having recently spent several months doing legwork for the committee’s headline-grabbing spectacle out in Hollywood looking for communist influence in the film industry. Hollywood was a particular HUAC obsession, as was Broadway to a lesser degree, not because leftist artists in either place presented a serious threat to national security, but because they offered an easy means of gaining publicity and intensifying public concern and fear over the Red Menace.

Detroit was another inviting target. Here was the city that had helped win World War II when its automotive industry was transformed into an airplane and armaments factory, “the Arsenal of Democracy,” as it was called. Detroit was also the heart of the American labor movement, headquarters for the United Auto Workers. While Walter Reuther, the UAW president, was a liberal anticommunist, one wing of the UAW seemed notably pink and red: its massive Local 600, representing nearly sixty thousand workers at Ford Motor Company’s River Rouge plant. It was the promise of exposing communists in Local 600 that brought the committee to Detroit. Whether this was intended to strengthen or weaken the American labor movement was open to legitimate debate, a variation of the debate that continued in the progressive wing of the Democratic Party between anticommunists and the double-negative-bearing anti-anticommunists. But there was no doubt that the committee was depending on Bereniece Baldwin and other informants to name names inside the Local, and that miscellaneous party members named as a result were essentially collateral damage. This other group included my father and uncle.

In looking for dope on Local 600, Appell turned not only to the informant network but also to the Ford hierarchy, especially company executive John S. Bugas, who before joining the automaker had run the FBI’s Detroit Field Office. It might be assumed that someone with Bugas’s history would be eager to share with the committee the names, addresses, telephone numbers, and work schedules of suspect Ford employees. So it says something about HUAC—its tactics and problematic status within the anticommunist network—that Bugas and his colleagues were a hard sell, according to internal Ford documents.

Appell paid his first visit to Bugas at Ford headquarters in Dearborn on the Tuesday afternoon of January 22. The committee, he said, understood that Ford “possessed considerable information and records regarding subversive activities, particularly within Local 600 of the UAW,” and was puzzled as to why the company was not fully cooperating with the congressional inquiry. The first part of that assessment was, if anything, an understatement. Since the days of founder Henry Ford and his union-busting goon squad, led by the notorious Harry Bennett, Ford Motors had compiled voluminous files on radical union members. But Bugas remained noncommittal. He wrote in a memorandum to the file that he was “very sympathetic with the HUAC objective” but thought the committee’s hunger for publicity might be counterproductive. “To expose communists usually is to drive them and their plans and manipulations deeper under-cover,” he suggested. “It is my strong feeling that it is much more desirable, particularly in this ‘twilight’ period, which is neither peace nor war, to assist the FBI in maintaining a close watch on such bad security risks than it is to assist HUAC in sensational exposures which will serve a publicity objective but not add to the long-range security of the Ford Motor Company and its properties.”

For the rest of the week, Appell kept pushing. On Friday afternoon, before catching a flight back to Washington, he placed a call from his room at the Book-Cadillac to Ford’s general counsel, Gordon Walker, and persuaded Walker to meet with him early that evening. When Walker reiterated what Bugas had been saying, “Appell indicated considerable irritation,” Walker wrote in a memorandum. “He stated that he could not understand the policy which we have adopted, that we had ‘dug deep’ to ‘come up’ with such reasoning and that he was sure the committee, upon learning of our attitude, would ‘keenly resent’ our lack of cooperation and would construe our action as an insult to a congressional committee.” The committee might go so far as to publicly condemn Ford and subpoena its records, Appell said. He urged Ford to consider the consequences of that threat.

By February 12, the day the secret informant came in from the cold to offer her sensational testimony to the Subversive Activities Control Board in Washington, Bugas had finally relented. The auto company, in the end, did not want to be embarrassed by the committee, and word had come down from director J. Edgar Hoover that the FBI was cooperating fully with the hearings. So Ford began providing committee staff with internal information. Appell was told that the U.S. Marshal’s Office should contact Joe Patton, supervisor of security at the River Rouge plant, and he would let them in and help them locate anyone they wanted to question. Subpoenas for Ford workers and other Detroiters identified by informants were served in the following few days. The full effect of Bereniece Baldwin’s secret life would soon be evident.



I CAN MUSTER no hard feelings toward the woman who would name my father to the committee two weeks later. I have no desire to call her a rat or stoolie or any other derogatory characterization. I’ve read the transcript of her testimony at the Detroit hearings over and over without anger or dismay. Maybe I’m channeling my father’s attitude, though he never talked to me about her. He was a forgiving person, above all. He likely would have blamed the feverish times and the hypocritical politicians on the committee, especially the segregationists, and acknowledged his own mistakes and misjudgments before taking aim at a working-class grandmother who was caught up in the maelstrom of larger world events.

There is another reason I found myself drawn to her story more out of curiosity than anger. In living a secret life for nine years, she might have experienced many of the same feelings as my father did: anxiety, a sense of displacement, of doing something outside the normal lines, of being an outsider—the other—while at the same time wanting to belong, to enjoy a feeling of comfort and commonality. Those seem like competing emotions, yet I know they coexisted in my father, and perhaps they do in all of us.
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Outside the Gate

MY FATHER GREW up on the outside looking in from the other side of the gate. This was in Brooklyn, on the western end of Coney Island. He and his parents, Joe and Ida, and his younger sister, Celia, lived on West 36th Street near Neptune Avenue. Less than a block away was Sea Gate, a middle-class enclave, not overly fancy but a step higher in status and protected from the teeming masses by security guards and fences and high iron bars with spear tips. Many decades later, whenever our family visited Coney Island, we heard stories about how young Elliott and his pals exchanged rocks and insults through the fence with the spoiled Sea Gate boys. Not that he was envious. He was on the side he preferred.

During the Depression years of his adolescence, Coney Island was a fantasyland, wondrous and grotesque. It was still known as the Nickel Empire, an escape valve of sand and sea and boardwalk, freak show and Wonder Wheel and Nathan’s Famous frankfurter, only a five-cent subway ride from Manhattan and the other boroughs. But just as it reflected the carnival excesses of a yearning populace, Coney Island could also evoke a sense of despair, with streetscapes of boarded-up windows, vacancy signs, and unemployed young men loitering on the stoops. A visit there by Federico García Lorca, the Spanish poet, inspired a haunting poem he titled “Landscape of a Vomiting Multitude”—Coney Island as a symbol of American decay.

Although my father loved the nearby ocean, an affinity for bodies of water that he carried throughout his life, he found the summer tourist season as much burden as boon during those trying times. He brought in money for the family by working boardwalk concessions, while Joe ran a small printshop. Ida, often drained from allergies and lung problems, took in itinerant strangers, hoping to charge them room and board, though Joe often insisted that guests stay free.

The living quarters were crowded and tense. “I never cared much for those summers,” my father recalled later in a letter to my mother. “Boarders, congestion, and endless work and worry for my mother.” This kept him out of the house as much as possible. “I remember when I was a kid—a street urchin if you will—we used to change games every season with the precise regularity of the calendar. Our ‘playing field’ usually remained the same—the street on which we lived—but the games changed from baseball to stickball to touch football to roller-skate hockey back to baseball. When we had a regular game, or ‘challenge’ as we called it, we moved over to another all-purpose playground—the beach. Swimming, by the way, was the only sport that defied the seasons: we’d take our first dip in late March and we wouldn’t quit until sometime in early October.”

The Boy Scouts kept him busy when he reached his teens. Troop 162 held its meetings at P.S. 80, a four-story brick fortress near 19th and Mermaid, where a janitor nicknamed Slim opened the school at night and provided them with materials that were in short supply. The Coney Island boys excelled in seashore skills, especially knot-tying and semaphore flag signaling, defeating Troop 82 from Kings Bay and Troop 250 from Columbia Heights in borough contests.

It was a bustling troop that consisted mostly of Jewish and Italian kids from the neighborhood split into three patrols. My father belonged to the Silver Fox patrol and was “dogged”—initiated—into the Ronoh Fraternity—“honor” spelled backward. He was lean and tan, smart and handsome, with jet-black hair and deep eye sockets, and anything but suave; food always found a way to stain his clothes as well as sate his appetite. My dad never was much of a handyman, but the skills he learned as a Scout stayed with him. He was proud of the precise hitch knots he could tie to secure a tarpaulin covering the suitcases atop our Rambler station wagon for the annual summer trip from the Midwest to New York; once we reached the Coney Island beach, where he had first practiced semaphore, he would whip through the hand-movement lettering again for us.

I took these gestures as small signals of belonging, or trying to belong. To what, I could not say.

Boy Scout Troop 162 attended the Wali-Ca-Zhu (what an old-fashioned, fun thing to say) Scout gala at Ebbets Field in May, the Camp-O-Ral on Staten Island in June, and Camp Calabough up along the Hudson River during the Thanksgiving break. My father boxed and played baseball for the troop teams, a counterpuncher and lefty-hitting first baseman, and wrote for the troop newspaper, the Barker, launching a lifelong career in journalism (a word he never liked; he thought it sounded too snooty and preferred being called “reporter” or “newspaperman” to “journalist”). He and his friend Irving Schneider formed a Fourth Estate Club that took field trips to the newsrooms and pressrooms of the city’s many newspapers, including the Brooklyn Daily Eagle and the New York Times. For my father and his troopmates, children of the Depression, many of them first-generation sons of Jewish immigrants from Russia and Eastern Europe, the Boy Scouts experience helped shape their idea of what it meant to be American.



WANTING TO BELONG and feeling apart. Our last name alone starts to take me down that contradictory path. Maraniss is thought to be a variation of Marrano, or derived from it. “Marrano” was a disparaging term applied to Sephardic Jews who converted to Christianity in an effort to survive during the Spanish Inquisition, while secretly trying to maintain their Jewish beliefs and practices. That is a simplification; there were many permutations and conflicting accounts of the lives and times of Marranos, but the essence of their existence is that they were caught between different worlds.

During a trip to Spain, I found myself absorbed by the accounts of Marranos at a small Sephardic museum in the ancient Jewish quarter of Seville, an Andalusian city that long ago was a vital center of Sephardic culture. “Long ago” in this case means seven centuries ago, back to 1391, when a series of devastating pogroms were incited by the anti-Semitic rants of the region’s archdeacon, a fanatic who accused Seville’s Jews of poisoning wells and causing the plague. This was a full century before all Jews were expelled from Spain or forced to convert. Of those who stayed and underwent conversions, the exhibit label explained, “torn between an imposed belief and an inherited one that would be forgotten, many of them turned indifferent to religion. They saw the origin of free thought as a refuge in which knowledge, liberty, and survival were the axis of existence.”

After the expulsion, thousands of Marranos left the Iberian Peninsula, first from Spain and then from Portugal, spreading out to North Africa; Amsterdam and London; Ferrara, Venice, and Pisa in Italy; Salonika in what is now Greece; Aleppo in Syria; and Constantinople and several port cities along the Black Sea. This diaspora included booksellers, binders, scribes, poets, and politicians. Among their descendants were the philosopher Baruch Spinoza in Holland, the publisher Blanco White in England, the British prime minister Benjamin Disraeli, and the American jurist Benjamin Cardozo.

My family’s branch of the Marranos apparently ended up at some point in Odessa, or near Odessa, since that is where my grandfather Joseph Maraniss was born in 1888, the oldest child of Esocher and Fanny Maraniss. Once a city known to be tolerant, Odessa had been changing since a violent pogrom took place there seven years before his birth, the first of many government-incited attacks against Jews that continued in parts of Russia for the next four decades, during which at least two million Jews fled the country. Some members of the Maraniss family, with variations on the surname’s spelling, fled to Colombia, others to Canada, while Joseph and his parents came to the United States, arriving at the Port of Boston when he was two. Census documents later stated incorrectly that he was born in America, though his four younger siblings were born in Boston.

This was not a happy family in the New World, and unhappy in its own, Tolstoyan way. The father was said to be a religious zealot, and the mother struggled with a mental illness that led to her being institutionalized intermittently. The children—Joe, Celia, Hyman (or Herman), Louis, and Hilda—spent parts of their childhoods in an orphanage. Celia (for whom my father’s sister was named) was the rock of stability among the siblings during those difficult years and maintained that role later, after she worked her way through Radcliffe College and eventually married a wealthy Bostonian who owned a chain of theaters. Herman showed academic brilliance as well, was accepted into Harvard at age fifteen, and had a successful career in the sound and music industry, ending up as an executive at the Victor Talking Machine Company and then RCA Victor. Joe was the black sheep. He did not attend college and married Ida Balin, an impoverished young immigrant who had arrived on a boat from Latvia as a teenager. Among other things, politics separated Joe and Herman. Herman grew conservative with success as he worked in the songwriting world of Tin Pan Alley in Manhattan and then the nascent Hollywood music scene in Los Angeles. Joe was a socialist, once a member of the Wobblies (Industrial Workers of the World), and went through several jobs, including as a circus advance man, before moving his family to Coney Island in the late 1920s and opening a printshop. The family story goes that Ida prompted the move, saying the sea breezes and salt air of Coney Island would be healthier for her and the children.

My grandfather died before I turned ten, and I have only vague memories of him. I remember that we called him Poppy (and our grandmother Bubby) and that he would tell funny stories and teach us New York ditties when we visited. He was slight compared to my father and reminded me of Jimmy Durante. I also remember that he pronounced our last name differently, with the accent on the second syllable, Muh-RAN-iss, which sounded more ethnic than accenting the first syllable, the way my father did. I think that pronunciation change was another small sign of my father’s desire to mix in and belong, to Americanize. He also dropped his middle name, Spergol, the maiden name of his grandmother, Joe’s troubled mother, sometimes telling us that he did not have a middle name and sometimes that, like Harry S. Truman, the S stood for nothing.
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Long after Joe was gone, my father received a letter from Irving Schneider, his Boy Scout friend, who recalled how the two would occasionally perform odd jobs at the printshop, including once sorting and stacking hundreds of masks of comic book characters that needed lettering on the back, meant to be premiums awarded for cereal box tops. “Your father was very kind to me,” Schneider wrote. “He seemed to enjoy my interest in typography and graphic arts, and generously gave me a book he had gotten through an acquaintance in an advertising agency. It was a limited-edition, expensively made-up book.”



ABRAHAM LINCOLN HIGH School was born of hope and necessity in a time of American despair. It opened its doors on Ocean Parkway less than a year after the 1929 stock market crash, when the foundation of the nation’s economic system seemed to collapse. New York was undergoing a public high school building boom just then, as the sons and daughters of the city’s immigrant population inundated the system. Samuel J. Tilden High in East Flatbush and John Adams High in Queens joined Lincoln as a trio of new schools in 1930, with Bayside and Grover Cleveland soon to follow, all relying on the same basic construction blueprint. In its first year Abraham Lincoln alone took in 3,500 students from Coney Island, Brighton Beach, Manhattan Beach, and up to Midwood; the demand was so great that two cohorts were formed for each class, one graduating in January, the other in June.

At the school’s first assembly, Gabriel R. Mason, the principal, offered up a dreamlike, ideal vision of his new school, almost daring the Depression to darken his mood. “I would like our school to be an interesting school where not only lessons will be taught and examinations given but where dozens of extracurricular clubs will carry on their specialties in that contagiously invigorating atmosphere that prevails when interested students gather around an enthusiastic leader of personality,” Mason declared. “I would like our school to be a beautiful school. I would like our school to be a democratic school. I would like our school to be a happy school where a spirit of joy and an atmosphere of good cheer will prevail.”

But American life then could not be that cheery. Among Mason’s first students at Abraham Lincoln was an indifferent scholar named Arthur Miller, the son of a wealthy manufacturer who had hit hard times after the stock market crash. Once, young Miller had been chauffeured to school in Manhattan in the back of a dark sedan; now he was out in Brooklyn walking from Avenue M and 3rd down to Lincoln, past drifting crowds of jobless young men. Miller thought of himself as “neither bright nor especially well read,” more interested in baseball and football (a 125-pound end until he wrecked his knee) than books. But he was then and always keenly observant. Decades later, after he had emerged as a playwright, Miller reflected on the “dusting of guilt” that he saw fall upon so many failed fathers who were traumatized by the Depression and suffered “an endless death in life down to the end”—a bleak theme that would weave through many of his plays. It was only the American tendency for people to blame themselves rather than the system, Miller thought, that kept the United States from revolution during that era.

Principal Mason was a liberal thinker who belonged to the Socialist Party, but he was far from a revolutionary. He tried to use his optimism and belief in the essential goodness of humankind to overcome the turbulence of the times. He was deeply invested in the American idea as conveyed by Ralph Waldo Emerson, whom he called “the great American liberal of the nineteenth century.” Roaming the marble floors of his high school, Mason carried an annotated edition of Emerson’s essays in his pocket, inspired by what he called the “courageous, pioneering, upstanding Americanism that seeped into several generations of our citizens from Emerson,” with his “heart-stirring, untraditional, iconoclastic words about initiative, conformity, consistency, truth-telling, prayer, and independence.” To Mason, Emerson’s ideas on slavery, women’s suffrage, and the righteousness of the school’s namesake, Abraham Lincoln, seemed as relevant in the 1930s as when they were written, as was his belief that the state was not superior to the citizen, a concept, Mason said, that “both Fascists and Communists should note.”

Emerson was the first among many liberal thinkers in Mason’s pantheon, which also included Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, Henry David Thoreau, Walt Whitman, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Albert Einstein, and two men who happened to be Marranos. One was Benjamin Disraeli, the nineteenth-century British prime minister who was a Tory and liberal only in the classical sense, and the other was Baruch Spinoza, the seventeenth-century Dutch rationalist philosopher. More than the others, even more than Emerson, Spinoza was Mason’s intellectual inspiration. He had come across Spinoza’s writings as a senior at the City College of New York and was so taken by him that he made Spinoza the subject of his PhD thesis at New York University.

Before dying at age forty-four of a lung ailment perhaps caused by his work grinding glass lenses, Spinoza had been excommunicated from the Jewish synagogue in Amsterdam for rejecting the notion of a material God and replacing it with one rooted in nature and science. This philosophical love of a pantheist’s God appealed to Mason, the son of Russian immigrants, and many other liberal Jewish intellectuals of his generation who thought of themselves as free thinkers and had become disillusioned with the Jewish orthodoxy of their parents. In 1933, when Elliott Maraniss was a sophomore at Abraham Lincoln, Mason wrote a poem about the philosopher that was published in the Spinoza Quarterly. “Impious wretch, vile atheist,” the poem began.

Why hast thou forsaken the faith of the fathers?

Busily grinding his lenses

He heard these imprecations

But he heeded them not.

His thoughts were with the One,

The all-absorbing, the all-inclusive God,

The infinite, the eternal, the ineffable.

The fact that a Spinoza scholar would be running a high school in New York was not unusual in that era. With both overt and covert quotas keeping many Jewish academics from attaining positions they deserved in higher education, high schools like Abraham Lincoln were staffed with scores of overqualified teachers and administrators. They also tended to be socially conscious liberals. Bertrand R. Burger, an English teacher who was an expert on Willa Cather and taught a special course in journalism, was a favorite of Irving Schneider and Elliott. Burger died before Elliott graduated, but by then the teacher had inspired him to take the step up from the Barker newspaper of the Boy Scouts to the school paper, the Lincoln Log, where he eventually became sports editor. The notice in the Landmark yearbook of Burger’s early death called him “an assiduous student of a society whose inadequacies he deplored and strove to perfect” and “a student of art, and life, and literature, which he approached with a zest nothing short of contagious.”

The student body was as impressive as the faculty. Arthur Miller’s brilliance would only become evident later, rewarding him with world fame and a Pulitzer Prize for Death of a Salesman. Walking Abraham Lincoln’s halls during his years were two science whizzes who went on to win Nobel Prizes, Jerome Karle in chemistry and Arthur Kornberg in medicine. Teenagers share certain interests in all eras, in dating, sports, music, gossip, clothes, status, and friends, but it was difficult for the students at Abraham Lincoln in the mid-1930s to ignore the larger forces shaping their lives: the Depression, the rise of fascism and Nazism in Italy and Germany, the lingering disorienting effects of World War I, the greed and false frivolity of the Roaring Twenties, the yearning for world peace. These sobering themes were passed down to them from their teachers and principal year after year. Nearly two decades later, when Elliott’s Americanism was questioned, he wrote that he was taught in school to do his part in securing peace and economic well-being for the American people. Here was the early context to that statement.

“I rejoice that you do not go out into the world in those mad days we knew five or six years ago,” one of the activist teachers, Florence K. Weisberg, declared to the students in 1934, when Elliott was a sophomore. The excesses of capitalism, the worship of money, she said, had led the nation in the wrong direction. “For all the world knows now, as some knew then, that the things men strove for then were valueless; that the gilt and glamor, the tawdry trifles for which they paid so dearly, often sacrificing love and loyalty and honor, are not everlasting. . . . Bitterly disappointed in the last generation, the gods pin their faith on you.”

The next year, Elliott and his schoolmates heard a bleaker message from Principal Mason. Drawing on his Emersonian ethos, he told them it would take more to right the world situation than President Franklin D. Roosevelt and his New Deal, whose reach had extended by then into the halls of the school, with its vibrant murals commissioned by the Works Progress Administration. “Our body politic is sick,” Mason asserted. “We are suffering from the contagion of war, we are victims of the germs of jealousy, the bacteria of misunderstanding, the convulsions of cutthroat competition. Our little earth is seriously ill and foully diseased. To remedy the situation, we need not a few super-intellectual brain-trusters, but an alert, intelligent, socially-minded, idealistic citizenry. Such I sincerely hope you will all be, for your own good and for the honor of Lincoln.”

Three years into the New Deal, the national unemployment rate still hovered near 20 percent, even higher in Brooklyn. An essential section of the school’s yearbook amounted to a list of various professions that might offer graduates hope of being hired. But what Mason called “the contagion of war” seemed to weigh more heavily on their minds. Even as Hitler and Mussolini militarized the European continent, there was a strong peace movement developing in America, led by the “war babies” born during the first worldwide war who did not want to die in a second one.

This is why, as Robbie Cohen writes in his illuminating book When the Old Left Was Young, “during a time when economic issues were primary for most of Depression America, peace emerged as the hottest issue among college students.” In New York and a few other cities, the movement also filtered down to the high schools. Elliott was a member of the Railsplitters baseball team, sports editor of the Lincoln Log, and a stringer for the New York Times (earning a salary of five dollars a week) in the spring of 1935, when the National Student League and the Student League for Industrial Democracy organized a massive student strike for peace, a walkout that drew about 175,000 participants nationwide, including 26,000 from New York City colleges and high schools, among them Abraham Lincoln.

The strike started at eleven that morning in the East and spread across the nation hour by hour, to North Carolina and Ohio State and Oberlin and Michigan and Wisconsin and Chicago and Northwestern and Minnesota and Texas and Berkeley and Stanford and UCLA and dozens of other schools. Students from several New York schools gathered near Brooklyn College, where young people marched behind large peace banners and carried signs declaring “Schools Not Battleships,” “We Fight War and Fascism,” “Our Lives Are at Stake,” “War Funds or Schools?” Someone carried an American flag with swastikas replacing the stars.

At the high schools, the largest walkout strikes were at New Utrecht and Lincoln. The Brooklyn Daily Eagle reported that student demonstrators at Lincoln, joined by a few dozen mothers, marched up and down the sidewalk outside the main entrance “chanting antiwar slogans and singing strike songs loud enough to disturb classroom work.” Some faculty members were supportive, especially Martha K. Feingold, who was later described in the Landmark yearbook as “an ardent exponent of the antiwar movement, in school and out of it.” But Principal Mason, even though he was fiercely opposed to war, thought the strike was a breach of law and propriety and came out harshly against the action, which was not endorsed by the city school system. This was not the “happy school” he had envisioned. When some mothers tried to enter the building to present a resolution to Mason, he declined to see them and dispatched a detail of police, led by Capt. Henry Bauer, to block their way. In an oral history, Morton Jackson, a Lincoln student who participated in the strike, said he was stunned that Mason, a former conscientious objector to war, “took the lead in repressive actions.” To Mason, it was a matter of following the rules.

This reflected a familiar split between liberals and radicals: caution versus urgency, a general liberal philosophy that relied on civic decency and goodwill versus a well-defined ideology that was more deterministic and structural. It also marked the beginning of a period of misdirection and contradiction involving the American left and the world. With noble intentions, the student peace movement was shaped by lessons from the past that were becoming increasingly irrelevant with every passing year of Hitler’s rise. The movement was born from a desire not to repeat the mistakes of the Great War, a horrifically deadly international dispute involving competing capitalist factions fighting over turf and power and resources, not simply the great struggle to make the world safe for democracy that President Woodrow Wilson declared it to be. With an exception carved out for the Spanish Civil War, the argument that war benefited only capitalist profiteers dominated rhetoric on the left for the next six years and influenced the thinking of Elliott, whose attachment to the peace movement and disillusionment with the course of American capitalism began at Abraham Lincoln High and intensified in college. The thinking was that while fascism and Nazism were unspeakable evils, another worldwide war was not in the interests of the people. Until, ultimately, it was.



THE COMMENCEMENT CEREMONIES for Elliott’s class were held in January 1936 at the Brooklyn Academy of Music. He finished 75th in a class of 567 midyear graduates. With excellent scores on the Regents Exam—92 in English, 91 in History, 88 in Algebra—his academic standing was good enough to get him into the University of Michigan, following a well-worn path of Jewish students from the East Coast out to the land grant universities of the Midwest, especially Michigan and Wisconsin. Arthur Miller, three years older, reached Ann Arbor before him, though Miller’s grades were so mediocre that he had to sit out a year and then persuade a dean to take a chance on him. Two pleading letters finally did the trick.

Among other enticements, both Miller and Elliott were drawn to Michigan by the reputation of the Michigan Daily, the student paper, as well as a highly regarded English Department and the possibility that they might win an esteemed Hopwood Prize for writing that would help with tuition. Joe and Ida had no savings or disposable income to put toward their son’s schooling, so the family turned to the rich relatives, Joe’s brother Herman and sister Celia, to see if they might help. The most Herman would do was buy Elliott a new suit. Celia not only provided some financial assistance; she started a warm letter exchange with her nephew that would continue for his first three years at Michigan.

The final words to the Lincoln graduates came from their principal. It was a plea for liberal moderation and reverence for the American system, despite its failings. “Dear Graduates,” Gabriel Mason wrote them, “because of the havoc, chaos and injustice brought on by the Depression, it is popular today to find fault with our statesmanship and our democratic system of government. To be sure, our democracy is far from perfect, but we are all mindful of the barriers, the obstacles, and the pitfalls that have bestrewn the path of progress of democracy in the age-long and incessant struggle for its ideals. If we regard our democracy as a social institution that is in the process of growth and that will have its fullest efflorescence sometime in the future, only then do our country, our constitution, and our form of government gain added significance, and only then are they entitled to our renewed loyalty and increased devotion.”

It was with a belief in a better future that Elliott left Coney Island behind.
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Red Menace

THE TRAVELING ROAD show of the House Committee on Un-American Activities swept into Detroit on the very weekend that Elliott celebrated his thirty-fourth birthday. This was the Saturday and Sunday of February 23 and 24, 1952. The committee’s hearings on communism in the Detroit region were set to begin on Monday in Judge Arthur A. Koscinski’s borrowed courtroom on the seventh floor of the Federal Building. The hearings would have the trappings of a trial, with committee members posing as judge and jury and the committee counsel in the role of lead prosecuting attorney, but without most of the rights the judicial system provides the accused. No cross-examination, no pretrial discovery, no right to mount a defense. Witnesses could refuse to answer questions citing the Fifth Amendment, but the committee made sure that was interpreted as a confession of guilt.

The purpose of the hearings was to expose people whose political beliefs made them guilty of being un-American. The committee already knew who these people were. The FBI and Detroit Police Department’s “Red Squad,” using surveillance and a network of informants, had been chronicling their activities for years. Dossiers were kept on each of the suspected political outliers. Where they lived, the names and ages of family members, what car they drove, where they worked, what buildings they entered, what parties and functions they attended, with whom they were seen, what they wrote and said—all of it was in the files. As Charles E. Potter, the Republican congressman from northern Michigan, acknowledged, the committee knew everything, “but this will be the public’s first knowledge of what is going on.” It was hoped and expected, Potter said, that public exposure would “break the back” of the local Communist Party.

The House committee had not held hearings in Detroit before, although the presence of communists in their midst would not come as a surprise to the city’s residents. The internal threat of the Red Menace dominated recent headlines, ever since Bereniece Baldwin’s testimony in Washington two weeks earlier, and had been a sensational local story for years. In 1948 the Detroit News ran a series for twenty-nine straight days entitled “Communist Plot Exposed” whose plotline was that “a Communist Fifth Column was at work in the U.S. as part of Russia’s vast plan for world domination.” The following year, a prominent black attorney from Detroit, George Crockett, my father’s lawyer, gained notice by serving on the defense team representing the eleven top leaders of the Communist Party USA, including Carl Winter of Detroit. That tumultuous 1949 trial at the Foley Square federal courthouse in Manhattan was covered day after day for months in the Detroit papers, and appeals in the case were still being heard.

Most Michiganders, like most other Americans, would have a hard time naming their congressman, but they were likely to pay attention when the press reported on communist influence among movie stars. The committee had just completed its second round of attempts to expose communists and communist sympathizers in Hollywood. Its first investigation in 1947 involved the Hollywood Ten, a group of screenwriters who gained national notice by refusing to answer the committee’s questions, citing their First Amendment right to freedom of speech and assembly. For that they were charged and convicted of contempt of Congress and sent to prison. If nothing else, Detroiters could hear all about it from Hedda Hopper, the famed Red-hunting Hollywood gossip whose columns were featured several times a week in the Free Press. The committee’s most recent report, released on February 16, focused on its second Hollywood investigation in late 1951, and also warned that the television industry and universities were vulnerable to “large-scale” communist infiltration.

All of this occurred in the larger context of cold war alarm, real and imagined. The Soviets had the atomic bomb. Julius and Ethel Rosenberg had been convicted of conspiracy to commit espionage in connection with that daunting development and were facing the death penalty. U.S. troops had been in Korea for two years fighting the communist armies of North Korea and Red China in a brutal land war. Several sensational trials revealed that some Americans had in fact worked as Soviet agents. And along came Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin as the town crier of communist infiltration of the U.S. government. An insecure publicity hound posing as the ultimate patriot, McCarthy began his campaign of reckless charges based on flimsy evidence with a relatively obscure but soon-to-be-notorious speech on February 9, 1950, in Wheeling, West Virginia. It was there that he told the Ohio County Women’s Republican Club that he had “here in my hand” a list of 205 people in the State Department who were known to be in a Soviet spy ring. McCarthy had no such list in his hand, but when the press played up the story, “McCarthyism” was born.

Was America winning the cold war? That question seemed urgent when the committee arrived in Detroit to launch its hearings. Eddy Gilmore, the Associated Press correspondent in Moscow, filed a dispatch that weekend asserting that the Soviet press was answering the question with a resounding nyet. “There has hardly been a time when Russia’s newspapers and their leading writers seemed more sure that time is on the side of the U.S.S.R. and the nations allied with her,” Gilmore wrote. The Soviets were taking note of inflation and corruption in the U.S., cracks in the NATO alliance, and the independence movements in Africa, Indochina, Iraq, Iran, Malaysia, and Burma as encouraging signs for world communism.

There was also a complex political context to the anticommunist intensity of that moment. While few Democrats or Republicans wanted to be considered soft on communism, many liberals believed the right wing was using the issue as a means of dismantling the New Deal and two decades of Democratic policymaking through the administrations of FDR and Truman. And this was just the beginning. For the next half-century, Republican politicians would master the political art of appearing more patriotic than their opponents, portraying liberals as leftists and communist sympathizers if not outright Reds. Truman and the Democratic leadership found themselves on the defensive, trying to maneuver the fine line between civil liberties and political survival.

The first dispute in Detroit, as it turned out, involved not the committee and its targets but Democrats and Republicans. As soon as Chairman Wood arrived from Washington, he announced that the hearings would not be televised. He said he was acting at the direction of Sam Rayburn, Democratic speaker of the House, who had found an obscure House rule to block TV cameras from the courtroom. This came as a surprise to the national networks and disappointed the three local television stations—WWJ, WXYZ, and WJBK—who had been planning on airing the proceedings live to their three million local viewers. It enraged Republicans, who thought Rayburn’s decision was a political calculation, a way to limit the publicity value the hearings would have for Potter, the Michigan Republican who was on his way to becoming his party’s nominee for the open U.S. Senate seat that year.

Television was still a new medium in 1952. The networks had gone to full prime-time schedules only four years earlier, there was a paucity of daytime content, and more than half the homes in the U.S. were without sets. But Congress had already provided some of the best live entertainment around with the Kefauver hearings on organized crime, a televised real-life drama featuring Mafioso characters like Lucky Luciano and Frank Costello, revelations of crime syndicates from Manhattan to Chicago and Las Vegas. The protagonist in this drama was Estes Kefauver, a coonskin-cap-wearing Democratic senator from Tennessee, who, as David Halberstam later wrote, came across as a southern version of the actor Jimmy Stewart.

Republicans fought the Rayburn ruling vociferously. The hearings were scheduled to open at 10:30 Monday morning, but at that hour the five committee members in Detroit and their staff were huddled down the hall in the offices of Homer Ferguson, the state’s Republican senator. Behind closed doors, Donald Jackson, a Republican congressman from California, pushed a resolution stating that the committee should not convene until Rayburn proved that shutting down the television coverage was within his powers. Wood, a conservative southern Democrat, not as progressive as Rayburn but still beholden to him, overruled the Jackson motion. The situation was so politically sensitive that Democrat Blair Moody, who was holding the Michigan Senate seat as a temporary appointment by the Democratic governor since the death of longtime Republican senator Arthur Vandenberg, placed a call to Rayburn and urged him to relent. Here again was a dilemma for Democrats. Which would be worse: allowing Potter to get all that air time or being portrayed as soft on communism for keeping the full story from the widest public audience? At 11:00 a.m. Frank Tavenner, the committee counsel, emerged from the contentious private huddle and announced to the press that the hearing would not start until 1:30 that afternoon. Crews from the three Detroit stations were there, waiting, with all their equipment ready to go. More debate, more calls to Washington, and in the end, Rayburn prevailed, as usual. He said nothing in the House rules permitted the recording of committee sessions and that his decision would stand unless the House changed its rules: there would be no live coverage.



THE FBI SENT advance word to the committee that protesters would picket outside the Federal Building and try to disrupt the proceedings inside Room 740 by packing the courtroom. The bureau knew this because one of its informants attended a Saturday meeting of forty subpoenaed witnesses and supporters where the protest plan was hatched. In response, to bolster the usual retinue of federal court bailiffs, the Detroit Police Department sent over a seventeen-man detail led by Inspector Cornelius Boyle to patrol the sidewalks and interior corridors. And to ensure that protesters did not snag too many of the seventy-five seats available in Judge Koscinski’s courtroom, committee officials decided that most of those seats would be reserved for government officials and lawmen.

The line for public seats began forming in the seventh-floor corridor at eight that morning and had grown to two hundred by the time Counsel Tavenner came out to announce the delay. It was then that a guard finally opened the courtroom door, but he allowed only fifteen spectators inside; already the benches were full. Outside on the Lafayette Street side of the building, the first protesters were arriving and organizing their picket line under the leadership of Arthur McPhaul, who was executive director of the Michigan chapter of the Civil Rights Congress and a witness subpoenaed to appear later in the week. The Red Squad police were also there, snapping photos and writing down names. “There were approximately thirty-nine or forty persons in this picket line, which was carried on in an orderly manner,” the police noted in their after-action report. “The following persons were recognized”—and then they listed the names of all the protesters they could identify. In a reflection of the times, the list had one minor annotation: “* Denotes Negro.”

Elliott was not among the names on the list. He was working that day at his newspaper job on the rewrite desk.

Two women among the orderly picketers handed out leaflets calling the committee “most un-American of all” and urging it to get out of town. One picketer wore the white robes and hood of the Ku Klux Klan and carried a cardboard puppet in the likeness of Chairman Wood. McPhaul and another man carried a large banner that outlined their version of the “glorious history of [the] un-American committee”:

1st chairman Martin Dies—Texas poll taxer

2nd chairman John Rankin—Mississippi poll taxer

3rd chairman J. Parnell Thomas—convicted New Jersey embezzler

4th chairman John Wood—Georgia Dixiecrat

The banner was provocative but mostly factual. Dies was the first chairman of the committee, starting in 1938, when it was in fact known as the Dies Committee. He not only supported the poll tax and other discriminatory measures but dismissed a call for the committee to investigate the Ku Klux Klan, which he called “an old American institution.” Rankin, from Mississippi, never chaired the committee but was for many years its most bigoted member. He not only supported the poll tax but consistently spoke disparagingly of blacks and Jews, publicly calling them “niggers” and “kikes,” along with almost all foreigners. Thomas, a Republican from New Jersey, took over the committee in 1947 and launched the first investigation of communist influence in the film industry. Soon thereafter he was convicted on charges of salary fraud and kickbacks in the conduct of his House office and ended up serving an eighteen-month term at the federal prison in Connecticut. In an instance of life as burlesque, among his fellow prisoners was Ring Lardner Jr., one of the Hollywood Ten whom Thomas had helped send away.

Up and down the sidewalk picketers marched, carrying signs that were variations on the theme of the large banner.

EVERYONE IN LOCAL 600 CAN VOTE: HOW ABOUT IN GEORGIA?

WOOD VOTED FOR POLL TAX

NEGRO-WHITE UNITY IS NOT SUBVERSIVE

WHY DON’T YOU SPEND OUR MONEY INVESTIGATING LYNCHINGS IN FLORIDA?

When the hearing opened that afternoon, Chairman Wood read a long statement that was aggressive and defensive. He talked about how the committee once had investigated fascism and Nazism and was interested in all forms of “totalitarian ‘isms’ designed to overthrow by force and violence the constitutional form of government under which we live.” He denied accusations that the committee was out to injure the labor movement, saying its only intent was to help certain unions rid themselves of communist domination. And then the Georgian came to the issue of race. He was a southern segregationist. Along with leftist union leaders, many of the targeted witnesses in Detroit were black activists. “You will also be told by the communists and their fellow travelers that this committee is motivated by a desire to raise racial issues,” he said. “This typical propaganda effort on the part of the communists has been worn threadbare.” He and his committee, Wood asserted, believed in “the basic integrity, character, and loyalty of all Americans, regardless of race and creed.” For his defense, he turned to a scene involving Jackie Robinson, the great athlete who broke the color line in Major League Baseball.

In 1949 Wood and the committee had called Robinson to testify as a means of refuting the words of another prominent African American, Paul Robeson, the formidable, deep-voiced American singer, athlete, actor, and outspoken leftist partisan who never tried to hide his communist sympathies. Robeson had rejected America’s position in the cold war and spoke admiringly of the Soviet Union, seeing there a hope for world peace and a contrast to the painful struggle for equality in his home country.

Jackie Robinson, in an appearance before HUAC on July 18, 1949, took issue with Robeson, and used a disparaging allusion that Chairman Wood now recited verbatim in Detroit: “I and other Americans of many races and faiths have too much invested in our country’s welfare for any of us to throw it away because of a siren song sung in bass. I am a religious man. Therefore, I cherish America where I am free to worship as I please, a privilege which some countries do not give. And I suspect that nine-hundred and ninety-nine out of any thousand colored Americans you meet will tell you the same thing.”

Robeson, who had been an ardent supporter of Robinson, felt betrayed by those words. The sporting and political press of America, on the other hand, wrote glowingly about Robinson, some with more support than they gave him during his brave and lonely fight to integrate baseball. Lost in the coverage, as the writer Gilbert King later pointed out, was another part of Robinson’s testimony, in which he said, “The fact that because it is a communist who denounces injustice in the courts, police brutality and lynching, when it happens, doesn’t change the truth of his charges.” Discrimination, the racial pioneer said, was a reality, not a figment of the communist imagination.

Wood omitted that section of Robinson’s testimony from his opening statement in Detroit. Considering the chairman’s history, that was no surprise.
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Wheelman Wood

AT THE TIME of the Detroit hearings, John Stephens Wood was nearly twice as old as Elliott Maraniss and came from a very different place. He was born in 1885 on a farm near the hamlet of Ball Ground in the hills of north Georgia. In his region of America, the founding ideal of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness depended entirely upon the color of one’s skin. From the year of his birth to 1930, when Wood first left Georgia to serve in Congress, at least 458 black citizens were lynched in the state. That was second only to Mississippi.

For black Georgians, the reality of inequality reached down to every level of their lives. Not only were they required by law to attend separate schools, drink from separate water fountains, ride in the back of the bus, and sit in separate areas in theaters, restaurants, and waiting rooms, but their mental patients could not be treated in the same hospitals as whites, their barbers could not cut the hair of white women, their children could not play in parks designed for white kids, and their dead could not be buried in graveyards intended for the bones of dead white people. If a birth certificate showed one parent was white and the other “colored,” the State Board of Health had to report this to the state attorney general, who was required to open criminal proceedings against the offending couple. To accuse a white woman of having sexual intercourse with a black man was grounds for slander.

Blacks were kept out of the democratic process through poll taxes and ad hoc oral exams imposed on Election Day. In what essentially was a one-party state, the dominant Democratic Party maintained a segregated process called a White Primary, prohibiting black participation altogether in the choosing of party nominees. This most blatant disenfranchisement of African Americans was in place for most of Wood’s elections in Georgia and was not abandoned until after World War II. All this was tolerated, accepted, enforced. None of it was considered un-American activity.

Wood did not think of himself as privileged. He was one of fourteen children of Jesse and Sarah Holcomb Wood, who worked a small corn and cotton farm in Cherokee County near the Etowah River. It was only fifty-one miles due north of Atlanta, but that made it remote enough in those days. Wood’s rise out of that desolation seemed like the mythic American success story of a politician emerging from nowhere. From the farm, he went to live with relatives so that he could attend public schools in Dahlonega and then go to North Georgia Agricultural College there. He was handsome and athletic and a sharp enough student to get into law school at Mercer College in Macon. In 1910 he was admitted to the Georgia Bar and began practicing law, first in Jasper, the county seat of sparsely populated Pickens County, and then in Canton, the business hub of Cherokee County. It was there that he connected with Newton Augustus Morris, the circuit-rider judge for the Blue Ridge Circuit in north Georgia. Morris was a generation older than Wood, and it seems that he became the young lawyer’s mentor, or at least at times had Wood serve as his junior wheelman, driving the judge from town to town. That is where the story gets interesting, and at times murky. It involves a lynching, one of the most publicized in American history, which says something both about the incident and about race, class, and geography in America. The man lynched in this case was Jewish, not black, relatively wealthy, not poor, and came from the North.



NEWT MORRIS ALSO came out of rural Cherokee County and was a man of influence in the legal, political, and financial circles of Georgia by the time Wood fell into his orbit. From his home base on Sugar Hill near the town square of Marietta, twenty miles northwest of Atlanta, Judge Newt, as he was called, launched a career in the state legislature in 1897. He swiftly rose to leadership positions as Speaker pro tem and then Speaker of the House, where he wielded a mahogany gavel crafted from a stair rail taken from the historic Heard House, where Jefferson Davis had conducted the final meeting of the Confederate cabinet. When he left the Georgia State Capitol for the Blue Ridge judgeship in 1909, Morris was a wealthy man, a developer and construction company owner, boss of the town. People respected him or feared him or both. “A fourteen-carat son of a bitch with spare parts,” one Marietta lawyer said of him.

On April 26, 1913, a murder occurred in Atlanta that stirred the passions and prejudices of Georgians like few before or since. The victim was from Marietta and her name was Mary Phagan. Although not yet fourteen, she was already holding down a job in the city, riding the streetcar to the National Pencil Company plant on South Forsyth Street to fit tiny erasers into the metal socket on pencils. On the day of her death, she had gone into the factory to pick up a paycheck. Her body was found near an incinerator in the basement. Her boss, the superintendent at the pencil factory, was Leo Frank, twenty-nine, married, Jewish, a transplant from Brooklyn, and said to be the last person in the building known to see her alive. He was charged with her murder and convicted, a finding based largely on the testimony of Jim Conley, the factory’s janitor, who was also in the building that day. Conley happened to be black. The fact that a white man would be convicted on the word of a black man was highly improbable in racist Georgia, but only one of many improbable aspects to this sensational case.
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