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UnGodly


ONE
The Secret Place


If you think in terms of a side of beef, then the Hill Country is prime filet of Texas. It is God’s country. There are places left where pure spring waters merge in the hills, becoming delicate valley creeks that flow over ancient limestone beds with real dinosaur tracks—if you know where to look. There are many wild things: turtles, turkey, fox, javelina, bobcats, armadillos, cougar, tusked boar, herds of white-tailed deer and enough bird life to attract fanatic watchers all the way from Europe. Towns are named Utopia and ranches High Heaven. If there is a location in America that could still be comfortably called graced, it is the Texas Hill Country.

The peak of the hill closest to the secret burial site of the world’s most famous atheist is adorned with a white cross. The sign that Madalyn Murray O’Hair feared and hated above all others was the only symbol of humanity that could be seen from the wildness of her grave. And it was here that a twenty- by twenty-foot excavation of this God-smitten landscape would disclose a fresh revelation of the extent of human cruelty and of hell on earth.

·   ·   ·

A year after the turn of the millennium, a classic Hill Country gentleman-rancher’s vehicle would be a four-wheel-drive white Chevy Suburban with metal brush guards in front, a custom diamond plate rear bumper, and oversized black fiberglass wheel-well moldings to keep the mud down. You’d also need dark-tint windows, and a corkscrew cell phone antenna dead center on the roof. When a passenger emerged from just such a vehicle late on a Saturday morning at the five-thousand-acre ranch, he easily could have been a rich Houston executive looking for a place to spot a deer feeder on his hunting retreat.

The man’s sharp, handsome features were heartland America. Brushed back boldly, the salt-and-pepper hair was thick and well groomed—the kind of mane you might see in an ad for men’s shampoo. The large aviator-style glasses he had on gave him a look of coolness and intelligence. He wore his casual clothing well too, as might be expected from a broad-shouldered and trim man. His shirt was a muted brown madras plaid, covered by a dark, indigo-colored windbreaker. The jeans he wore were stonewashed blue—maybe a little young looking for a fifty-three year old man. Then again, he looked at least a decade younger than his age.

But the executive image was ruined by the clinking steel on his ankles and wrists. His manacled hands were locked to a metal waist-belt that prevented him from lifting them higher than chest level. His ankles were shackled too—joined by a two-foot length of chain. And, in a final insult to his sartorial style, the prisoner was wearing cheap black sneakers—the kind a poor Chinese peasant might have, or maybe a street clown. They were laceless and their tongues lolled drolly upward and outward.

There couldn’t have been any worse footwear for hiking around a rugged Hill Country ranch, and that was exactly how the government agents wanted it. They intended for their prisoner to concentrate on the task at hand and put all fantasies of escape out of mind. The two-foot chain between his ankles was also a continual reminder—a painful reminder—of exactly what the situation was. Every time the prisoner forgot and took a normal step, the chain would go taut and the steel cuffs would dig into his ankle bones. He had to constantly catch himself and take abnormally small, mincing, shuffling steps as he walked from the Suburban that was the lead vehicle in a convoy of government cars.

Toward the dry creek bed the prisoner clanked. No, this wasn’t it, he nodded negatively. He returned to the SUV, with the agents ducking his head, and the caravan started to roll once again. If he felt panic rising inside him, he didn’t let it show. He conversed sotto voce with the tall, burly, Texas-sized attorney who sat next to him in full camouflage gear.

The procession went through a gate and the prisoner asked the agents to stop. Again he walked the ground—and there it all was. There was the caliche gravel mound. There was the dried-up creek bed. There was the Y in the ranch road with the gate behind to the south. There was the flat, terraced area. This was it. But it had been more than five years since he’d buried them, riding on a mind-twisting methamphetamine high, and he wasn’t sure of the exact spot.

There was another quiet conference with the big lawyer who had stayed by his side. Finally, not being able to gesture with his hands, which were shackled to his waist, the prisoner looked at the dry-wash terrace and, pointing with his head, said in a soft voice, “If I were you, that’s where I’d start digging.” An agent took a thin rod with a yellow plastic flag attached to it—the kind used to mark body parts at an airline disaster—and sunk it into the ground in the approximate center of the terraced area toward which the prisoner had motioned.

Two cadaver dogs were released by their handlers. Both showed interest in a tuft of cheat grass near the center of the dry-wash terrace toward which the prisoner had nodded. With rotors whup-whupping noisily overhead, news choppers got aerials of the grave site from the cold overcast January sky, as the professor of forensic anthropology hired by the FBI, assisted by his students, made a grid of the terrace using plastic tape and thin poles much as you might see in a National Geographic documentary. After two hours of delicate digging—at about noon on Saturday, January 27, 2001—one of the excavators found something.

The professor got down on his side and started removing the soil around the object with the tools of his trade—first a mini-trowel, then a dental pick, and finally a soft-bristled three-inch paintbrush. The article of interest was mocha-colored and oblong—too smooth to be a root but lying horizontally much like one. As the professor patiently continued his work, a hush fell over the site.

Everyone watched as he pecked and tapped and brushed. It soon became clear that a bone had been found. But it was gigantic and more likely a part of the skeletal remains of some long-dead cow, the professor reflected to himself, hiding his initial disappointment from his rapt audience. Finally he was able to gingerly extract the bone from the ground.

As the onlookers silently gaped, the professor turned it over in his hand and stared at it. At last, one of the cadaver dog handlers blurted out: “Is it human?” The professor nodded a somber affirmation. It was human, a femur from a very large person, probably a male—and it had been cleanly sawed in half.

The professor set up an assembly line for careful soil removal from the dig site. Soon a ghostly image began to evolve in the pit—that of two human female skeletons. The bodies had obviously been dumped there haphazardly, but somehow the bones had become intertwined in a kind of ghastly lovers’ embrace. There were fragments of blue cotton flower-print material scattered amongst the remains, and one of the females had the rubber remnants of her panty waistband still around her pelvic area. Both had their femurs—thigh bones—sawed off just below the hips.

As the professor continued to cautiously excavate, he found that beneath the females, as though cradling them protectively with his massive bones, were the skeletal remains of a male human. The first bone found had been his. The stubs of the man’s huge, sawed-off leg bones stood straight up from his hips, giving his skeleton somewhat the look of a picked-over Thanksgiving turkey carcass.

At the front gate of the ranch at 4 P.M., the regional FBI agentin charge faced the massed representatives of the media with a phalanx of law enforcement operatives involved in the investigation behind him. He was the ranking officer and, as such, he would conduct the news conference that would get global coverage. A few hours earlier, a stainless steel apparatus found in the excavation had been identified. It was a hip replacement joint.

The primary investigator in the case, an IRS agent, had been prescient enough to have the medical records of one of the victims subpoenaed and he had obtained a model number for a prosthetic hip joint that she’d had implanted. The device recovered from the grave had matched the model number of the victim’s. This allowed the FBI chief to announce that the remains of Madalyn Murray O’Hair, her son Jon Garth Murray, and her granddaughter, Robin Murray O’Hair, had been positively identified—and the international mystery finally solved.

·   ·   ·

David Glassman was a man blessed. He loved his work. Sure, some might think that forensic anthropology was more than a bit ghoulish, but that was their problem. Besides, it really couldn’t be that bad if he averaged at least a call a day from somewhere in the United States from a student wanting to get into his program at Southwest Texas State University in San Marcos.

It was fun. Working with smart and eager young men and women hungry for knowledge was a continual satisfaction. The direct intellectual rewards were even greater. You never do the same dig twice. Every excavation, every set of bones, was really a huge database, a complete history of the rise and fall of a human being, if you knew how to decode the bits and pieces. After almost three decades of work, including studying with the world-renowned William Bass at the “Body Farm” in Knoxville, Tennessee, Dr. Glassman could tease the most tenuous information out of a pile of old bones.

Per usual, there were interesting findings from the excavation. As he had suspected they would be, the remains were all skeletal, the complete bone sets of three adults: two Caucasian women and an extremely large-boned Caucasian male. As well, there was an additional finding—an extra adult male Caucasoid skull with a bullet hole, and a set of hands.

Glassman arranged all three complete skeletons on his large laboratory tables like some giant, devilish jigsaw puzzle. By far the most eye-catching aspect of the six hundred plus bones that Glassman lined up for the skeletons was that each femur had been sawed into two pieces.

The victims had been literally butchered, perhaps to make their corpses fit into containers such as a fifty-gallon drum, he speculated. All the remains showed signs of “light charring” too, indicating that each body had been partially subjected to a short and hot fire, possibly gasoline, or lighter fluid.

The eeriest part of the entire analysis for Dr. Glassman surrounded the remains of the younger Caucasian female: Robin O’Hair, the granddaughter of Madalyn. Her skull still had the hair attached. It was a beautiful blond-reddish color—perfectly brushed and braided and carefully tied with white bows, as though she’d been about to go to a party.

Madalyn Murray O’Hairs remains, like her granddaughter’s, showed no signs of trauma intentionally inflicted while she was alive. Glassman couldn’t determine a cause of death for either of the women. It was nothing more than a guess, but Glassman believed they had been manually strangled. If garrotes had been used to kill them, a telltale small bone in their necks would have been broken, but there were no fractures of this type that the professor could find.

The skeleton of Madalyn’s son, Jon Garth Murray, held the most ominous information for the forensic anthropologist. The details told of what probably had been a frightful ending for the president of the American Atheists. His skull had been recovered from the grave wrapped in a plastic garbage bag. It was hard to see at first, but almost the entire circumference of his cranium had small hairline fractures. With a surprisingly unprofessorial concision, Dr. Glassman summed up his observations on Jon Garth by simply saying, “They beat the shit out of him before he died.”

There could only be speculation on how Madalyn Murray O’Hair died—but not about how she had lived. For decades her life must have been a marathon of pain endurance. Four of her neck vertebrae were fused or partially fused. Her backbones were fusing and were festooned with bone spurs that could have produced excruciating pain. Her joints were disintegrating—being consumed by her immune system attacking its own connective tissue in a massive, arthritic self-assault.

Even breathing must have been torture at times for the elderly woman. Glassman observed that the cartilage in her rib cage had become calcified—it was turning to bone—and thus there may have been times when every breath that she drew, except perhaps for the most shallow, would produce a sharp stabbing pain.

As living life must have been physical hell for Madalyn, her death and the deaths of her children—they were held captive for a month while their bank accounts were systematically looted, they were restrained for long intervals with handcuffs and duct tape, multiple sexual predations were inflicted on Robin O’Hair, and the final murders were conducted so that some family members were alive and conscious when their loved ones were being killed—were perhaps the ultimate in human horrors. Yet the evil revelations held by her grave were not without a dreadful, divine irony, for Madalyn had spent her entire adult life trying to convince the world that only fools believed that there was a Hell.


TWO
The Making of an Atheist Amazon


The Phil Donahue Show was to begin on November 6, 1967, and the lineup for the first week was crucial. The competition—Bob “Come on Down” Barker and Monty Hall with Let’s Make a Deal—could be killers. Content was going to make or break Donahue, since the show was going to be pretty much a visual disaster. The TV station was a converted ice-skating rink and the studio, not so long ago, had been the rink itself. While the station owner—Powel Crosley, the manufacturer of the first compact car in the United States—might have been a business visionary, he wasn’t exactly like a sailor on a drunk with his capital expenditure money.

Not to worry. Donahue, even though a broadcasting youngster comparatively, was already a shrewd and skilled media tactician with a genius eye for what would hold people’s attention. He wasn’t going to let the set concern him. His shtick was, and always would be, controversy—high-energy, no-lube controversy, sprinkled with enough old-fashioned prurience to make a double whammy draw for high ratings.

The Phil Donahue Show lineup for each day of the first week would be: a man discussing the uses of anatomically accurate dolls, an undertaker who would have Donahue recline in a casket brought to the set, a couple of handsome Midwestern studs discussing what they looked for in a woman, and an actual childbirth showing a human female’s private parts in live action as never seen before on commercial TV anywhere in the world. (“You could see the baby’s crown in the birth canal!” Donahue would cackle happily afterward.)

And the very first Donahue show—a show that would inaugurate a new type of television programming, which would eventually penetrate and then dominate every market in the United States—would star a venomous, anti-Catholic, and incredibly eloquent atheist named Madalyn Murray. For her debut appearance, Madalyn was primly dressed, wearing a black-and-white two-piece suit with a somewhat weird black blouse with white lightning streaks. By forty-eight years of age, she had already become “stout and stocky,” by her own admission, but her physical aura was kind, jovial, and grandmotherly.

In fact, her appearance was deceptive and cagily cultivated to magnify the shock value of her views. It certainly would be hard to believe from looking at her that this pleasant-looking middle-American grandma had recently been featured only two years earlier in a major interview in Playboy magazine, speculating that nuns had fantasies in their rooms at night of “Christ taking their maidenheads” using his staff as a wooden dildo.

Few, if any, women in the audience had ever heard of Madalyn Murray, and Donahue himself, despite his good Irish background, had a reputation in Dayton, Ohio—a predominantly Roman Catholic, blue-collar town with a distinctly conservative bent—for being a bit “strange.” Donahue was the replacement for a popular local musical variety show, whose host had just left for a try at the big time in Hollywood. Unfortunately for Don-ahue, the ladies in his audience hadn’t been informed of the change and they were all primed to sing songs and then wave into the studio cameras at their kids bouncing excitedly on the living room sofa watching their very own mommy on the big Sylvania.

When Donahue introduced his guest and related that she was responsible for prayers being banned from public schools, there were rumblings from the audience—undisguised sighs and muffled mutterings. But the comfortable herd of middle-class Hausfrauen listened alertly as Madalyn began her ungodly rap—that is, until Madalyn whipped out the old Bible she had brought on set with her—and ripped out a page!

Nobody even heard what she was saying while she tore the Bible. Everybody—floor crew, staff, the audience—went into mass fibrillation, struck dumb and still by the horror of this liveand in-color desecration. However, when the commercial break came, the women had recovered their wits and then some. Donahue stepped down amongst the palpitating females all perched on the edges of their folding chairs. They plastered him with questions to throw at his guest. Good questions. Tough questions. Better questions than his. Madalyn started answering them with the cameras still off, sprinkling her glib, erudite responses with profanities including even the unbelievable—the F-word.

It was wild. It was heaven. Donahue was in semicontrolled ecstasy. He told his director-producer to have the floor crew get him a hand microphone. He wanted to wade into the mass of agitated women when they came out of the commercial break and went back live. From that moment on, for decades hence, Don-ahue would be out of the host chair and into the aisles, waving his mic like a large black phallus through rows of countless females. A new type of TV programming had been brought forth with Madalyn as the midwife.

On Palm Sunday, April 13, 1919, Madalyn Elizabeth Mays was born to John and Lena Mays. Those with sensitivities toward such things might say that aspects of Madalyn’s birth—besides its being on the thirteenth—foreshadowed all the events that were to follow. According to her mother, Lena, who claimed to have psychic powers, the entire body of the newborn Madalyn was covered with a “dark membrane” like a “black shroud” of mourning. Nobody could explain the phenomenon, but the attending physician gave part of the membrane wrapping to Lena—a freakish memento that she kept for many years.

The birth of their first child could not have been considered a blessed event by either father or mother. Lena and John Mays had married young to escape from families cinched in Appalachian poverty with a dozen siblings each. According to Madalyn’s eldest son, Bill Murray, who chronicled part of Madalyn’s early life in his own autobiography, My Life Without God, “Their lack of enthusiasm for children is shown by an incident that occurred in 1918 when Grandmother was several months pregnant with Madalyn. Hoping to abort the fetus, Grandmother jumped from a second-floor window of the family home in Pittsburgh. The hard landing must have not damaged either the baby or the mother, because Grandmother carried Madalyn full term.”

In the newly forming suburbs of Pittsburgh in the 1920s, John Mays, an uneducated but intelligent handyman, opened a “construction firm” and prospered to the point of being able to build a nice two-story brick house for his young family. The interior was handsomely finished with hardwood floors and moldings, and cabinets from Germany. The yard was landscaped, and two pear trees were soon bearing fruit. As if to reinforce the image of the plenteous times for the Mays family, Lena bore a son, Irving Mays.

The Pittsburgh period was to be the family’s social and economic high-water mark. John Mays’s construction firm tanked soon after the stock market did. The Depression years would mean a steep slide into working as a bootlegger and perhaps even a part-time pimp for Madalyn’s father. Details are sketchy, but Madalyn recalled sitting on top of a hidden moonshine tank when her father went on his bootlegging runs.

Finally John Mays settled his family in Akron, Ohio, the location where Madalyn claimed to have had her first atheist epiphany at twelve or thirteen years old. She told Playboy some thirty years later that, for some reason, when they moved to their new home she didn’t have access to the public library, and all she had to read were a dictionary and a Bible. She said she “picked up the Bible and read it from cover to cover one weekend—just as if it were a novel—very rapidly.” She claimed she was intellectually traumatized: “The miracles, the inconsistencies, the improbabilities, the impossibilities, the wretched history, the sordid sex, the sadism in it—the whole thing shocked me profoundly. I remember I looked in the kitchen at my mother and father and I thought: Can they really believe in all that?”

After graduating from high school in Rossford, Ohio, Madalyn attended the University of Toledo. Then when the family moved briefly back to Pittsburgh, while juggling a full-time credit load at the University of Pittsburgh and a part-time secretarial job, Madalyn met and fell in love with a young steel worker named John Henry Roths. They eloped on Thursday, October 9, 1941, by running off to a hamlet in the Maryland Appalachians that may well have been a stop on the bootlegging runs of Madalyn’s father during Prohibition.

Their togetherness was to be short-lived. The Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor less than two months later. Roths immediately joined the Marines, went through boot camp, and was shipped out to the South Pacific. Madalyn, equally patriotic, enlisted in the Women’s Army Corps. She went to officers candidate school and was cleared for top-secret cryptographic duties in North Africa and Europe.

Her actual military service as a Wac is somewhat disputed, but whatever Madalyn’s duties and accomplishments were, there is no doubt that she liked military life and was influenced by her tour of duty. But even though Madalyn was already a confirmed workaholic, her World War II military service wasn’t all labor and striving. Madalyn fell in love with a young, connected and brave Eighth Army Air Corps B-24 pilot—William J. Murray Jr. For Madalyn Mays, wrong-side-of-the-tracks, factory row-housing girl, the dashing, courageous bomber pilot from a politically well-placed Long Island family was the catch of a lifetime.

In what may have been an act of unguarded celebration on the part of Captain Murray and perhaps a more calculated activity by Lieutenant Mays, in September 1945—the month of the official Japanese surrender—Madalyn became pregnant by him. Unfortunately Murray was already married and a devout Catholic to boot. The young officer was at least a semigentleman. He told Madalyn he wanted to marry her, but that his Catholicism prevented him from divorcing his wife. Whether this was a blow-softening device or an expression of true religious conviction for Murray can’t be judged. In any case, Madalyn mustered out of military service, pregnant with another man’s child and with her Marine husband about to come home to her.

Back in Ohio, Madalyn found her parents living in a “dirt-floor” shack—her father having squandered on alcohol the paychecks that she’d sent back to put into savings. Madalyn was devastated. To go from a storybook romance, a dream love affair in war-torn Europe from the pages of a Hemingway novel, to a disgusting hovel—and to be pregnant under the most difficult circumstances imaginable—might have shattered the toughest woman.

Not Madalyn. As she paced inside the dirt-floored shack heavy with child, surveying the shambles of her young adulthood, Madalyn was to have her second and grandest antiepiphany. As Bill Murray related in his poignant and fiery autobiography, one evening in the early spring of 1946 an intense Midwestern electrical storm with Old Testament fury exploded outside the flimsy walls of the house. As a bolt of lightning hit nearby, followed by a huge crash of thunder, the pregnant Madalyn announced she was going to go out into the maelstrom and “challenge God to strike me and this child dead with one of those lightning bolts.”

With family members gathered, she went into the stormy night, looked up—her face illuminated by pulses of lightning, perhaps wet with rain as well—and she shook her fist at the sky, cursing God. She cursed Him violently and extravagantly so that He would have no choice but to strike her down for her blasphemies. But, for whatever reason, God was reluctant to take His cue from Madalyn, and she swaggered back into the house, elated, proclaiming her survival as incontrovertible proof that God did not exist.

If Madalyn could face down God, she certainly could handle her ex-Marine husband. She waited calmly for him to find her. When Roths finally hunted down his errant wife and discovered that she was about to deliver another man’s child, the cuckolded Marine reacted with what can only be described as gallantry above and beyond the call of duty. Roths not only offered to stay with Madalyn, but he wanted to adopt the pilot’s child. She refused. Instead she initiated and pursued divorce proceedings against him.

Not long afterward, Madalyn delivered a son, William Joseph Murray III, on May 26, 1946. It was a thirty-five-mile drive to the hospital, and when the doctor delivered the newborn into his mother’s arms she said that she was shocked at how battered and blue he was. Nonetheless, she was overwhelmed with maternal joy. In her diary she wrote, “He almost did not make it. I was so proud and happy.”

The willful new mother named her bastard son after the father, who denied his paternity. As if to reinforce her never-tobe consummated wish of marriage to her wartime lover and, as well, to point an accusatory finger of guilt at him, Madalyn changed her own name to Murray. She then filed what would be the first lawsuit of a lifetime of filings across the United States—a paternity action against the absent father, William J. Murray Jr. With what would become legendary litigious audacity, Madalyn entered into evidence a pair of the war hero’s pants to substantiate her claim. The jury found for her and the judge ordered Murray to pay child support of fifteen dollars a month until their son was eighteen.

Madalyn’s comeback continued. With a Veterans Administration loan, she bought a house for the whole family—mother, father, brother Irv—in a tiny Ohio town named Hayesville in the north-central part of the state. Madalyn would ever after mythologize their residence into a bucolic “farm.” But according to residents, it was just a simple two-story home on Main Street with a modest yard. The only relation the home would have to a farm was the cow that Madalyn bought and put in the front yard—much to the consternation of the neighbors.

With GI Bill education funds available, Madalyn reenrolled in college. Her choice was determined by geography. The only college within daily commuting distance of Hayesville and the “farm” was Ashland College, a pleasant thirty-minute drive to the north. But geographical considerations or not, it was a mind-boggling choice considering Madalyn’s triumph over God the night of the maelstrom.

Ashland College was a religious school. Not just religious—evangelical. Founded and administered by the Brethren Church, the college welcomed nonbelievers to the student body with the hope of possible conversion. Although the faculty was laid-back and mellow in their approach to religion, students were required to attend chapel. It was mandatory—so mandatory that when Madalyn enrolled at the college, there was a factory time clock at the chapel entrance, and the students would punch in and out to mark their daily attendance.

By the time that she received her B.A. in history from Ashland College in May 1948, Madalyn was ranked second in her class of forty-three. Her yearbook picture shows a confident and quite attractive woman. Even though she never would particularly care about her appearance, Madalyn at twenty-nine years old was perhaps at her zenith of natural charms. The overeager and horsy teenage look she once had had been supplanted by the sexy wholesomeness of the postwar 1940s. Her hair was thick and well coiffed. Her high cheekbones were accented by the ever-so-slightly Asian cant to her eyes. The smile, with seemingly perfect teeth, was a bit sardonic but pleasantly mature compared to the self-conscious grins of her younger college classmates.

But bills were piling up at home, and the “farm” idyll was rapidly coming to an unhappy conclusion. Brother Irv and “Pup” (Madalyn’s lifelong nickname for her father) couldn’t find work to make ends meet. Even with Madalyn working full-time as a secretary at the Akron Rubber Company, the family couldn’t make the low mortgage payments that the VA allowed.

Pup decided to head for the rumored fount of big blue-collar paychecks—the greener pastures provided by the Texas oil fields—believing that, as an unlicensed electrician and jack-ofall trades, he would find somebody to put him to work. The rest of the Murray-Mays clan joined up with Pup in Texas within the year. Abandoning most of their furniture, they loaded as many of their belongings as possible on top of two automobiles and headed down to Houston in a kind of Okie-from-Ohio caravan.

There, with her capacities for hard work running at full open, Madalyn got a job as a probation officer and enrolled in night school at South Texas College of Law. As with Ashland College, her choice of a school again demonstrated that pragmatism dominated principle, for the South Texas College of Law was owned and operated by none other than the Young Men’s Christian Association. It must have been crunch time for Madalyn, juggling the responsibilities of motherhood, riding herd on a caseload of hard cons, and learning the law—all at the same time. Perhaps it was too much to ask. She graduated from law school in 1952, but evidently took and failed the Texas bar exam.

Passing or failing the exam didn’t make much difference for Madalyn because the family was on the move again. Pup had been talked into going to Baltimore by a sister-in-law, with the lure of starting an intrafamily business of some sort. By November 1952, the Mays-Murray clan had moved once again, this time to a brick row house in north-central Baltimore. It must have seemed like depressing déjà vu, since the Baltimore row house was close to a clone of the family’s factory row house in Ohio: brick, shared common walls, two-story, and cookie-cutter same as the neighboring structures.

To deepen the family demoralization, the Mays-Murrays had abandoned almost all their furniture in the moves from Ohio and Texas. They hardly had anything with which to furnish the dark and dispiriting interior of their new home. Lena Mays pawned her diamond ring so that basics, such as chairs and tables, could be purchased. Worse, at least for young Bill Murray, was that there weren’t enough rooms to go around, so he had to sleep next to his grandparents’ double bed.

Irv Mays, Madalyn’s brother, was unable to find regular employment in Baltimore, and in fact he was never to hold down a full-time job again. John Mays never would either. Pup bought a big TV set in 1953, turned up the volume, and sat in front of it. He would keep the sound up so high that normal conversation in the home was an impossibility until he died ten years later.

·   ·   ·

Madalyn became pregnant soon again, this time by a “local Italian man,” as Bill Murray would put it, who happened to be a talented aeronautical engineer. Madalyn’s thoughts about her neighborhood lover would later provide possibly the most touching expression of personal emotions that she would ever make publicly. She told Playboy interviewer Richard Tregaskis: “I loved him madly for some time. I don’t think anybody in the world thought he was gentle, but he was gentle with me. And he treated me like a woman, which is all I really ask or want. I felt handled by him, and this is a good feeling…. I loved him very much.”

Later in her life, the unfeminine sloppiness of dress, the lack of makeup, the lumpy figure, the aggressive voice spewing out profanities would point for some toward Madalyn being lesbian. But they were wrong. Her expressions were those of a committed heterosexual. In the Playboy interview, she went on to say: “I just want a man—a real, two-balled masculine guy—and there aren’t many of them around, believe me. But I do want somebody my own age, and somebody who has brains enough to keep me interested and to earn enough money to support me in the style to which I’ve become accustomed. And I want a big man physically as well as intellectually. I want a man with the thigh muscles to give me a good frolic in the sack, the kind who’ll tear hell out of a thick steak….”

Certainly the physical attraction that Madalyn felt for her “tall, dark, and handsome” neighbor was evidenced by the birth of her second bastard son, Jon Garth, to whom she also gave the Murray name, out of ease and perhaps to spare her local lover embarrassment. Whatever the case, Madalyn evidently did not take to motherhood with Jon Garth any more than she did with her elder son, Bill, who would write perhaps the most chilling passage in his book when describing his brother’s early childhood in the Baltimore row house:

He was held and touched only when he was fed or changed. He was rarely removed from his crib in the dining room,  except when relatives came to visit. Suffering from this cruel isolation, as he grew older Jon Garth sought attention by banging his head against the headboard of his crib. Some days he would keep this up for what seemed to be hours. I heard the thudding of his head, even above the television set….


THREE
Jihad!


How come it’s so quiet in here?” Madalyn asked Bill as they walked down the corridor of his junior high school. Madalyn, registering Bill in person a few days late, glanced into an open classroom. The students were standing quietly with their heads bowed, reciting the Lord’s Prayer. “Do they do this every day or is this something special?” she demanded. “Every day,” her son replied. Madalyn Murray’s eyes turned to hazel slits.

She threw off a wake of negative high-energy particles as she stalked rapidly down the silent hallways of Baltimore’s Woodbourne Junior High School to the administrative offices in September 1960. There was no way these sons-of-bitches were going to get away with forcing her son to say that groveling, wormlike, gawd damn Lord’s Prayer. No sir.

With Bill in tow, she barreled into the admission counselor’s office in full battle mode. There, a pleasant young man’s smile quickly turned into an appalled stare as Madalyn semico-herently snarled something about prayers. “Is your son a student here?” the man stuttered, vamping for time to gather himself before the onslaught of this pear-shaped banshee. Madalyn got right up in his face. “He will be starting today. I’m an atheist and I don’t want him taught any gawd damned prayers.”

The counselor started filling out forms for Bill as Madalyn seethed. As he worked, he commented that Baltimore public schools had had students saying daily prayers since before the American Revolution, and he doubted that would change because of a confrontation with her. Purpling with rage, Madalyn signed the late-enrollment forms and leveled a final broadside: “This won’t be the last time you hear from me about your gawd damn prayers in this school!” The counselor, with hackles now raised, told her that if she didn’t like prayer in the public schools she ought to enroll her son in a private one.

“It doesn’t matter where I put him. You people have to be stopped,” she rejoined.

“Then why don’t you sue us?” he said.

Madalyn bored into him through her eye-slits in silence as her brain quickly absorbed the concept. Given her superior intelligence, her legal background, and her extraordinary—but so far untapped—political intuition, it is likely that during that momentary silence she saw a vista of her life before her.

It was an illumination. Yes. Of course! She would sue—and it wouldn’t make a damn bit of difference if she won or lost. It would be a great suit—a challenge to the system that would force a legal soul-searching right down to the very foundations of the nation’s principles. It was about freedom and the rights of individuals in a democracy. Madalyn saw herself mounting a sacred war to secure and uphold these ideals. She was going to be a female freedom fighter the likes of which had never been seen before in American history—a godless Joan of Arc.

But first, the initial campaign had to be launched. This meant the enlistment of her son. Madalyn ordered Bill to log everything that he observed his classmates doing that had any religious overtones, starting with his second day back in school. Unfortunately for the campaign, Bill’s spiritual spy log was slim. After weeks of observation, the only religious event that Bill would be able to record was the morning prayers.

No matter. On the Sunday preceding his third week of school, Madalyn sat her son down to discuss her war plan for changing public religious practices in the United States. Pounding the table, she told Bill that she planned to pull him out of school unless he was allowed to leave his homeroom when the prayers were being said. The plan sounded great to Bill—as it would to any fourteen-year-old facing a pile of homework. The next day, Madalyn informed the school that her son, being an atheist, must be excused from the morning prayer ritual.

You could almost hear Madalyn’s peremptory demand crashing through the tiers of Baltimore’s horrified educational bureaucracy. Good gracious. This was ridiculous. Incredible. Pupils had been reciting the Lord’s Prayer for centuries. It wasn’t discretionary by school or classroom—it was rule of law with clear specifications: Recitations were to come only from the King James Version of the Holy Bible. Its exclusive use had been specifically approved for schools in Maryland in 1839, at the very birth of the state public school system, and adopted by the Baltimore Board of Commissioners, which officially codified the regulation in 1905.

On October 12, 1960, Madalyn’s godless jihad was opposed by Baltimore school officials, in what was to be one of a series of foolish, bollixed decisions that played right into the hands of the cagey heretic. The superintendent of secondary schools told Madalyn on the phone that her son would definitely not be excused from the morning prayers. “Bill will, Bill shall, attend these services,” Madalyn was told. Not only would he not be excused, he would have to stand, to bow his head in an attitude of “respect and reverence.” As a special dispensation, he could “refuse to say the prayer,” Madalyn was informed, but he will be required to “move his lips as if he were saying it.”

The grand, stupid arrogance of the superintendent’s position filled Madalyn with glee. The fool thought he was a medieval cardinal issuing a bull to an unwashed, ignorant peasant. Immediately Madalyn hunched over her typewriter. Speed-slamming the keys, she created the message that would begin her public journey to the mountaintop. She wrote to the Baltimore Sun.

Dear Sir:

I have had enough. When the last infamous epithet is cast and when the speaker or writer gropes for an even more vile indictment of a person or a system, invariably the word then hurled is “Atheist.”

I have had enough, for I am an Atheist, and I will no longer be maligned and abused by identification with all that is evil, corrupt and noxious…. What of us who are Atheists, agnostics, humanists, non-believers, and those who are unchurched? There are 68,000,000 (sixty-eight million) Americans who do not belong to a church. We have no spokesman in Congress, no liaison representative at the White House, no organized lobby or pressure group in Washington, D.C. Who speaks for us? Who defends us?

… When we go to a public meeting why are we subjected to prayer, in the efficacy of which we do not believe? When we handle money, why, since 1955, are we confronted with money minted with In God We Trust on it? Why should our mail be stamped “Pray for Peace”? As we pledged allegiance, why should this pledge be extorted from us to a nation “under God”? Is your belief so thin that you must force it upon others?

… I have had enough. Therefore, I have withdrawn my fourteen-year-old son from Woodbourne Junior High School, in an act of civil disobedience, in defiance of Maryland Code, Article 77, Section 231, because the State of Maryland, in the persons of the Board of Education of Baltimore City, has violated both the First and the Fourteenth Amendments of the Constitution of the United States by requiring daily Bible reading and recitation of the Lord’s Prayer in their public classrooms.

And may my conscience now Rest In Peace.

Madalyn went over the letter/manifesto with Bill. He approved. They drove together to the main post office where, with a dramatic pause, Madalyn flicked it through the mail slot and Bill—by now a full collaborator as well as an inveterate wiseacre—made the sign of the cross.

The next morning Madalyn rushed out to get the Sun, but there was nothing. There was nothing the day after, nor the day after that. Finally, six days later, a reporter for the newspaper knocked on the door of the Mays-Murrays’ row house. Stephen Nordlinger introduced himself with a soft voice and a limp handshake. He was almost half a foot shorter than Bill, who was already well over six feet tall at fourteen. Nordlinger had a diffident, quiet air common to intellectually oriented reporters. Over cups of steaming tea and with Pup’s TV set blaring, he took copious notes as Madalyn traced her surprisingly cogent arguments for herself, her son, and atheism. Nordlinger was impressed. Halfway through Madalyn’s monologue he called the newspaper and requested a photographer.

Two days later, Nordlinger’s story broke, with the headline writer indulging in an mini-orgy of alliteration—“Boy, 14, Balks at Bible Reading”—over the lengthy three-column piece. The low-keyed Nordlinger had drawn the battle lines skillfully with multiple levels of conflict: Young versus Old, David (Bill) versus Goliath (the superintendent), Freedom versus Conformity, even Communism versus Capitalism (an essay Bill had submitted in praise of the Soviet system had evoked serious anger from one of his teachers).

Nordlinger’s story was a watershed. Not only would it launch Madalyn on the path to world fame, it marked a sea change in her view of the rules of the game. Madalyn had never been in contact with top-notch, big-city daily journalism. She clearly held Nordlinger in high esteem—in some degree of awe. Like the rest of the public, she had no idea how articles were written, even though she read the newspaper every day. The piece gave her an inside look for the first time, and she was shocked by what she saw.

Casual conversation that she assumed was off-the-record was used in-depth. According to Madalyn’s accounts, statements made by school officials were altered and made less inflammatory. The article had Bill making statements that he never made. She was aghast—and she was profoundly impressed.

Before she had finished reading Nordlinger’s story, the phone started ringing. First were local radio and TV news reporters looking for sound bites for morning newscasts and cutins. Then came the light heavyweights—the regional TV news affiliate stations calling for interviews. And finally, the full monty—network news producers from Manhattan, ringing to set up coverage arrangements with her. They wanted her on the national nightly news! By Madalyn’s count, within three weeks more than one hundred individual articles about her and Bill appeared in the three Baltimore dailies alone. She and Bill were on the local news every night for more than a week straight. Madalyn said she soon lost track of the number of radio interviews she did—but there were many dozens.

She loved it. Madalyn would accommodate any and all. Endless pots of coffee and tea were brewed for the newsmen. Beer by the case was available for the often thirsty scribes. Madalyn was a savant at rapidly summing up and providing for their professional needs along with the personal ones. She became not only the subject of the news but an active and ready partner in creating it: She produced and edited herself on herself.

Madalyn decided that Bill, after missing eleven days of school, would go back the next day and gainsay the religious ceremonies in direct fashion—by refusing to participate in the homeroom prayer services. He would walk to Woodbourne Junior High by himself. It would make wonderful visuals: the young, strong, tall boy, challenging the powers that be, in a lone walk to his school—a pubescent version of High Noon, the famous film starring Gary Cooper. Besides, she had received enough serious threats from anonymous callers that she felt that Bill’s return to school not only would provide the requisite drama for the media vultures, but might afford Bill some protection against possible violence.

Oh, yes! The news guys LOVED Madalyn’s script for them. Madalyn was to arrange the media circus with the deftness of a budding impresario: ENG (electronic news gathering) vehicles with photographers, field producers, and reporters would keep pace behind Bill moving at three to four miles per hour, and two print journalists would follow on foot a few dozen yards behind him on the sidewalk.

A little before seven-thirty in the morning on a fine fall day, Bill, feeling like “shark bait,” walked through a crowd of hostile, milling neighbors toward school two miles away. Behind Bill and the news media, Madalyn, like a battalion commander monitoring the deployment of troops according to the drawn order of battle, trailed at a distance in her car.

Even though she was now a celebrity, Madalyn archly refused to dress up for the occasion. She wore a wraparound housedress and a big corduroy car coat that belonged to brother Irv. Of her attire for the event, Madalyn was to earnestly write that she would not, could not—in good conscience—don “the accouterments of the female in polite society: an unendurable girdle, high-heeled shoes to totter in, a mask of makeup and sprayed-up beehive hair with no brains underneath.”

Unfortunately for the gathered news media, Bill was not brained by a rock during his dramatic walk to Woodbourne Junior High. There were a few catcalls as he approached the school, but nothing more. And school officials—in perhaps the only intelligent move they made during the entire four-year affair—trumped Madalyn. They doused the anticipated showdown by having Bill report to the office rather than homeroom. It was an effective strategy that was to frustrate Madalyn—but only momentarily.

This was Holy War. It would be like all Madalyn’s wars: nasty, personal, psychological mano a mano. The enemy would be vilified in order to inspire her legions. The Baltimore Establishment would be a fascistic monolith dominated by religious zealots right out of the Inquisition. The school administrators—who really were clueless and arrogant—would become imbeciles not worthy of regard—subhuman reflexive idiots. Bill’s principal at Woodbourne would be described by Madalyn as a wanton, painted lady of the night who desired to physically seduce her young male students.

It was wild stuff. The media loved it. Madalyn could sell newspapers. Even the most grizzled daily reporters hadn’t seen anything like her in all their years of beating shoe leather. You could love her or hate her, but either way you had to read about her. She was terrific—the beers, the scripted sequences, the housecoats and bawdy talk. Oh, that Madalyn, she could provide a mother lode of hot copy—on demand.

On November 2, 1960, Bill on his own initiative defeated the school district’s plan. Instead of reporting to the office first thing in the morning as usual, Bill slipped into his homeroom just prior to the prayer’s being said. With his “heart pounding,” he stood when the teacher asked all the pupils to rise for the morning prayer. She immediately noticed Bill—as he was quite tall—but said nothing, evidently thinking that the office had approved of his return. The other students stared at their classmate in the hushed room, as the teacher paged through the Bible. Before a passage could be read, Bill, his face flushed, uttered, “This is ridiculous,” grabbed his books and coat, and left for the office.

Madalyn was already giddy when she heard the news from Bill. Coincidental to Bill’s actions, the Maryland attorney general, C. Ferdinand Sybert, had issued a ruling backing up the school board and its prayer policy as well as threatening Madalyn with criminal prosecution for contributing to truancy. Sybert had also recommended that the school board excuse any child who objected to the opening exercises from attendance in homeroom. This last point was a nod toward Madalyn—an attempt at injecting some fairness and balance into his opinion. But it was always unwise to give Madalyn-the-Mujahiddin any daylight. As things would turn out, the attempt to appease her would be a momentous legal mistake—and she knew it.

But to exploit any gaffes by the enemy would require that Madalyn retain good—preferably great—legal counsel. This wasn’t easy. She was nearly destitute. She had repelled her only legal ally—the American Civil Liberties Union—by divulging to them that she had financial backers who were rabidly antiSemitic. Madalyn could not argue in court as an attorney for her son because she either flunked or refused to take the Maryland bar examination. Nor did she want to humble herself to the legal community by shopping her case.

Necessity would lead Madalyn to one of the stranger bedfellows in her life of strange bedfellows—Leonard J. Kerpelman. Kerpelman was a thirty-something Orthodox Jewish attorney, born and raised in the Baltimore area. He apparently was a believer in the school of self-advertisement via taking on wacky, high-profile cases—one of which involved securing the right of a South American entrepreneur to hold a bullfight in the Baltimore Memorial Stadium.

Kerpelman showed up at one of Madalyn’s well-publicized confrontations with officials at Bill’s junior high school. She claimed that, during a lull in the skirmish, Kerpelman sidled up to her and whispered that he would take her case for free, if she’d hire him. After that, Madalyn said that Kerpelman called her continually at home, pestering her to allow him to represent Bill.

When she vetted his status with other attorneys in Baltimore, Madalyn reported that they literally laughed in her face at the mention of Kerpelman’s name. But regardless of Kerpelman’s standing, Madalyn had no other choice but to hire him. It was a decision driven by circumstance. Kerpelman was a freebie and even though the case looked like it had Supreme Court potential, no other lawyer in Baltimore would touch it. There was another reason to hire Kerpelman. Although she would kvetch unceasingly about Kerpelman—“his cheap clothing, his dandruff, his dirty collars”—Madalyn was actually secretly delighted with the arrangement, since Kerpelman would allow her to participate in the legal drafting and strategy, accommodating the needs of her ravenous ego.
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