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Interviewing Everyman: William Sheridan Allen, Theodore 

Rosengarten, and the Allure of Pseudonymous History  

Abstract: Anthropologists, sociologists, historians, and journalists all talk to 

people to learn about their lives. Yet while anthropologists and sociologists tend 

to craft pseudonyms for their narrators and disguise or fabricate details to prevent 

re-identification, journalists and historians prefer to use real names. To explain 

this divergence, this article offers the stories of two books born out of the 1960s 

and early 1970s, a moment when history and the social sciences were unusually 

close. The two books, The Nazi Seizure of Power by William Sheridan Allen, and 

All God’s Dangers by Theodore Rosengarten, featured pseudonyms for people 

and places that soon after were publicly identified by others. So far as anonymity 

is concerned, they failed. Yet as books, they have proven successes, remaining in 

print and on syllabi decades after publication. I suggest that this is not a 

coincidence, and that the pseudonyms in these two books are more than futile 

efforts to protect individuals’ identities. Rather, they may reflect an openness to 

other genres—anthropology, sociology, and even literature—that enriched their 

writing and expanded their impact. While I would not go so far as to recommend 

pseudonyms to today’s historians, the power of these two books can remind us to 

tell the biggest stories we can. 

Keywords: anonymity, pseudonyms, sociology, oral history, William Sheridan 

Allen, Theodore Rosengarten. 

In the spring of 2004, I first taught an undergraduate history course about the United 

States in the years since 1973. The 1980s and 1990s had receded just far enough for 

historians to start publishing books about them, but they hadn’t produced enough for a 

full reading list. And so I rounded out the syllabus with books by journalists, 

sociologists, a novelist, an anthropologist, and a media critic. For all the diversity of 

their titles and backgrounds, several of these authors shared a common practice. To 

learn about the people they studied, they talked to those people, asking probing 

questions about their lives, their families, their jobs, and the choices they had made. Yet 

once they had recorded the answers, the authors’ paths diverged again. The sociologists 
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and anthropologists crafted pseudonyms for their narrators and disguised or fabricated 

details to prevent re-identification, while the journalists and historians preferred to use 

real names.  

The interviewer’s training and affiliation seemed to matter more than did the 

nature of the questions or the status of the person being interviewed. In American 

Dream: Three Women, Ten Kids, and a Nation's Drive to End Welfare, journalist Jason 

DeParle observed deeply intimate moments in the lives of three families whom he then 

identified. ‘This is a reporter's endeavor,’ he explained. ‘No names have been changed, 

characters melded, or quotes invented.’1 Similarly, historian Leon Fink interviewed 

Guatemalan immigrants to North Carolina for his book, The Maya of Morganton: Work 

and Community in the Nuevo New South. Though some of those he interviewed lacked 

documentation to work in the United States, almost all agreed to be quoted by name, if 

only the aliases that they had crafted for their jobs. Along with preserving authenticity, 

this had the additional benefit of allowing Fink to archive the recordings of his 

interviews at the University of North Carolina, where they will serve as a resource to 

future scholars.2  

By contrast, sociologist Kristin Luker ‘promised confidentiality and anonymity’ 

to the activists she interviewed for Abortion and the Politics of Motherhood, while 

anthropologist Kathryn Marie Dudley used pseudonyms for everyone in her book, The 

End of the Line: Lost Jobs, New Lives in Postindustrial America. This included not just 

                                                
1 Jason DeParle, American Dream: Three Women, Ten Kids, and a Nation’s Drive to End 

Welfare (Penguin, 2005), 343. 

2 Leon Fink, The Maya of Morganton: Work and Community in the Nuevo New South (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 5-6, 201. 
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the laid-off autoworkers at the heart of the story, but also Wisconsin teachers and even 

elected officials, who might routinely give on-the-record interviews to journalists.3 

These decisions were not unique to DeParle, Fink, Luker, and Dudley. While 

anthropologists and sociologists sometimes use the real names of the people and places 

they study, they are more likely to use pseudonyms than are journalists and historians. 

Moreover, when journalists and historians do use pseudonyms, they are more inclined to 

explain the decision as a departure from the norm. The differences are not absolute, but 

a question of default assumptions. 

To help explain both the disciplines’ divergence over the use of real names and 

their connections, I offer the stories of two books born out of the 1960s and early 1970s, 

a moment when history and the social sciences (especially sociology) were unusually 

close.4 The two books, The Nazi Seizure of Power by William Sheridan Allen, and All 

God’s Dangers by Theodore Rosengarten, featured pseudonyms for people and places 

that soon after were publicly identified by others. So far as anonymity is concerned, 

they failed. Yet as books, they have proven successes, remaining in print and on syllabi 

                                                
3 Kristin Luker, Abortion and the Politics of Motherhood (University of California Press, 1985), 

249; Kathryn Marie Dudley, The End of the Line: Lost Jobs, New Lives in Postindustrial 

America (University of Chicago Press, 1997), 188. 

4 In the 1960s, historians and sociologists collaborated on projects that led to the founding of the 

Social Science History Association in 1974. Historians and anthropologists remained more 

distant. Lynn Hollen Lees, “A Social History of the Social Science History Association 

during Its Early Years,” Social Science History 40, no. 4 (2016): 577; Bernard S. Cohn, An 

Anthropologist among the Historians and Other Essays (New York : Oxford University 

Press, 1987), 1–17; David I. Kertzer, “Social Anthropology and Social Science History,” 

Social Science History 33, no. 1 (2009): 1–16. 
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decades after publication. I suggest that this is not a coincidence, and that the 

pseudonyms in these two books are more than futile efforts to protect individuals’ 

identities. Rather, they may reflect an openness to other genres—anthropology, 

sociology, and even literature—that enriched their writing and expanded their impact. 

While I would not go so far as to recommend pseudonyms to today’s historians, the 

power of these two books can remind us to tell the biggest stories we can. 

Middletown 

Historians of the distant past rarely need to disguise the identities of the people 

they study, though this has begun to change as governments and institutions become 

more protective of medical and other records whose disclosure could affect the 

descendants of people long dead.5 But history has never limited itself to that distant 

past, and since the time of Thucydides, historians have been asking people about their 

experiences to supplement the written record. Military historians in particular valued 

eyewitness accounts. Sixteenth-century Italian historian Paolo Giovio, for instance, 

diligently tracked down veterans of various battles in order to make his Histories as 

accurate as possible.6 Four hundred years later, American troops wounded in the D-Day 

invasion found themselves being interviewed the following day by a team of U.S. Army 

combat historians.7 

                                                
5 Susan C. Lawrence, Privacy and the Past: Research, Law, Archives, Ethics (Rutgers 

University Press, 2016). 

6 T. C. Price Zimmerman, Paolo Giovio: The Historian and the Crisis of Sixteenth-Century Italy 

(Princeton University Press, 1995), 253, 261. 

7 Forrest Pogue, Pogue’s War: Diaries of a WWII Combat Historian (Lexington, Ky.: 

University Press of Kentucky, 2006), 58. 
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These historians were alert to both the methodological and ethical perils of 

reliance on eyewitness testimony. As he was dying, Giovio fretted that by trusting the 

account of two foot soldiers, he had defamed a captain in the French army. He hoped to 

fix the error in his next volume, but he asked a friend to publicize the mistake lest he not 

survive long enough to do so himself.8 In the second volume of his History of the Sepoy 

War, published in 1870, John William Kaye lamented the difficulty of telling fact from 

inadvertent fiction. ‘I have often had to choose between very conflicting statements,’ he 

explained, ‘and I have sometimes found my informants to be wrong, though apparently 

with the best opportunities of being right, and have been compelled to reject, as 

convincing proof, even the overwhelming assertion, “But, I was there.”’ More 

challenging still was the problem of handling information that could embarrass the 

subjects of his work. When people told him he dared not tell hard truths about living 

men, he replied, ‘To the historian all men are dead.’ As he explained to his readers, ‘if a 

writer of contemporary history is not prepared to treat the living and the dead alike—to 

speak as freely and as truthfully of the former as of the latter, with no more reservation 

in the one case than in the other—he has altogether mistaken his vocation, and should 

look for a subject in prehistoric times.’9 

The shift from Kaye’s ‘contemporary history,’ informed by interviews, to a full-

blown ‘oral history,’ centered on interviews, did not take place until the 1940s. In 1946, 

Columbia University historian Allan Nevins, by then the biographer of such American 

notables as Grover Cleveland and John D. Rockefeller, considered editing the papers of 

                                                
8 T. C. Price Zimmerman, Paolo Giovio: The Historian and the Crisis of Sixteenth-Century Italy 

(Princeton University Press, 1995), 261. 

9 Sir John William Kaye, A History of the Sepoy War in India, 1857-58, vol. II (London: W. H. 

Allen, 1870), xiii, xv. 
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Henry Morgenthau Jr., Franklin Roosevelt’s secretary of the treasury. Since 

Morgenthau had an office in New York City, Nevins interviewed him as a way to 

supplement the written record. And though he never did edit the Morgenthau papers, the 

interview helped Nevins conceive a much grander project: a program to interview not 

just one witness to history, but scores.10  

Two years later, in 1948, Nevins secured funding for an ‘oral history project’ at 

Columbia University. Relying first on a graduate student’s stenographic ability, then on 

wire recorders, and eventually tape recorders, Nevins and his team captured the 

memories of prominent Americans. As Rebecca Sharpless has noted, the earliest results 

of the Columbia project was ‘a group of biographies of powerful white males.’11 This 

was in part due to Nevins’s own interest in political history, but also because prominent 

figures in business or government were more likely to subsidize the expensive process 

of interviewing, transcribing, and editing.12  

Offering pseudonyms to such men would make no sense; ‘Mr. X, who served as 

governor of New York from 1933 until 1942’ would still be identifiable as Herbert 

Lehman. Moreover, Nevins and his followers aimed not merely to supplement the 

                                                
10 Gerald L. Fetner, Immersed in Great Affairs: Allan Nevins and the Heroic Age of American 

History (SUNY Press, 2012), 140-141. 

11 Rebecca Sharpless, ‘The History of Oral History,’ in Thomas L. Charlton, Lois E. Myers, and 

Rebecca Sharpless, eds., History of Oral History: Foundations and Methodology (Rowman 

Altamira, 2007), 12. 

12 Allan Nevins, ‘Oral History: How and Why It was Born, The Uses of Oral History,’ in David 

King Dunaway and Willa K. Baum, et al., eds., Oral History: An Interdisciplinary Anthology 

(Nashville: American Association for State and Local History in cooperation with the Oral 

History Association, 1984), 32. 
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existing written records with a few remarks from an interview, but to create ‘a new kind 

of historical document,’ an autobiography that would be as accessible and authoritative 

to future historians as any book in the library or manuscript in the archive.13 Short of 

extraordinary efforts to edit real names out of tapes and transcripts, oral history projects 

could not achieve this goal without identifying their participants. 

But not all oral history targeted such prominent, and therefore identifiable, 

figures. Even before Nevins began his recordings, New Deal projects employed 

interviewers to capture the memories of former slaves, though many of the resulting 

narratives were not used by scholars until decades later.14 In the 1960s and 1970s, 

interviewers pursued more such projects, seeking people whose names had not appeared 

in print, but whose stories were, in a way, as compelling as those of more prominent 

men and women.15 

Many projects of this period hid the names of some or all of the people 

interviewed. In 1970, social worker and writer Marie Hall Ets published Rosa: The Life 

of an Italian Immigrant. Though her subject, Ines Cassettari, had been dead for a quarter 

century, Ets changed her name to Rosa Cavalleri. In his groundbreaking 1967 book, 

Division Street: America, radio journalist Studs Terkel interviewed 70 people, of whom 

57 requested that their real names not be used. Terkel’s later works, Hard Times: An 

                                                
13 Saul Benison, 'Reflections on Oral History,' American Archivist 28, no. 1 (1965): 73–75. 

14 Louis Starr, ‘Oral History,’ in David King Dunaway and Willa K. Baum, et al., Oral History: 

An Interdisciplinary Anthology (Nashville: American Association for State and Local 

History in cooperation with the Oral History Association, 1984), 78 

15 Ronald J. Grele, “Directions for Oral History in the United States,” in Oral History: An 

Interdisciplinary Anthology, ed. David K. Dunaway and Willa K. Baum, 2d ed. (Walnut 

Creek, California: Altamira Press, 1996), 62–84. 
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Oral History of the Great Depression (1970) and The Good War: An Oral History of 

World War II (1984) were more explicitly historical, yet they likewise mixed real and 

fictitious names without making clear which was which. Terkel seems not to have been 

too concerned. Asked about the mix of real names and pseudonyms in his 1974 book, 

Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel About What 

They Do, he told an interviewer, ‘I didn’t care; whatever they wanted.’16 In seeking to 

tell the stories of ‘ordinary’ people with their ‘ordinary’ lives, these projects resembled 

works by scholars in other disciplines, particularly sociology. And those works also 

often hid the real names of the people whose lives they described and even of the 

communities they studied. 

Social science anonymity had a long history. On his famous journey to the 

United States in 1831 and 1832, Alexis de Tocqueville interviewed about two hundred 

Americans, many of them men of some prominence, but he kept their names out of his 

published account, Democracy in America. ‘A stranger sitting at fireside with his host 

will often hear important truths that might be withheld from a friend,’ he explained in 

his introduction to the first volume. ‘With the stranger it is a relief to break an enforced 

silence, and the stranger's indiscretion need not be feared because his stay will be short. 

When information was confided to me, I wrote it down immediately, but these notes 

will never leave my files. I would rather hinder my work's chance of success than add 

my name to the list of travelers who repay the generous hospitality of their hosts with 

embarrassment and chagrin.’17 

                                                
16 Carol Ivy, ‘Studs Tells of the Poetry of Working Men, Women,’ Independent Press-Telegram 

(Long Beach, California), 5 May 1974. 

17Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (2004; reprint, New 

York: Library of America, 2012), vol. 1, 16.  
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As they developed anthropology and sociology into more formal disciplines, 

many scholars followed Tocqueville’s lead, though the process was uneven. In her 1928 

classic, Coming of Age in Samoa, anthropologist Margaret Mead used pseudonyms for 

her Samoan informants, and her 1932 work on the Omaha Indians of Nebraska calls that 

group the ‘Antlers’ in order, as Mead explained, ‘to shield the feelings of the 

individuals and to give no affront to the tribal pride.’ Yet not all anthropologists adopted 

the practice. Writing about the same community, Mead’s husband, Reo Fortune, called 

them the Omaha, and the American Anthropologist review of Mead’s book likewise 

lifted the ‘transparent disguise.’ For decades, anthropologists would continue to struggle 

over when to use pseudonyms for individuals or places. In one dramatic example, in the 

1970s anthropologist Sjaak van der Geest published under a pseudonym to avoid 

identifying the Ghanaian community he had studied. Decades later, he returned to 

Ghana and, with his informants’ blessing, published not only his name and the name of 

the town, but also the real names of the people he interviewed.18  

Sociologists also wavered on the question of real names. While surveys of the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—Hull-House Maps and Papers (1895), 

The Philadelphia Negro (1899), the Pittsburgh Survey (1909-1914)—bore the names of 

real cities in their titles and subtitles, sociologists gradually began disguising their 

                                                
18 Margaret Mead, “Preface 1973 Edition,” in Coming of Age in Samoa, 1973 edition (New 

York: Morrow Quill, 1961); George L. Hicks, “Informant Anonymity and Scientific 

Accuracy: The Problem of Pseudonyms,” Human Organization 36, no. 2 (1977): 214–20; 

Alexander Goldenweiser, review of Review of The Changing Culture of an Indian Tribe, by 

Margaret Mead, American Anthropologist 36, no. 4 (1934): 609–11; Sjaak van der Geest, 

“Confidentiality and Pseudonyms: A Fieldwork Dilemma from Ghana,” Anthropology Today 

19, no. 1 (2003): 14–18. 
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research sites behind pseudonyms. Thus, while one Columbia University dissertation 

was published in 1904 as A Social Study of Clark County, Ohio (a real place), just two 

years later, another dissertation supervised by the same adviser appeared as An 

American Town. James Mickel Williams, the author of the latter study, had surveyed his 

childhood home of Waterville, New York, but preferred to publish his findings as a 

study of ‘Blanktown.’ He did not explain the choice, but merely reported it.19 Similarly, 

while another student in the program, Newell Sims, acknowledged that he had studied a 

place in Indiana, he replaced its real name with ‘Aton’ and referred to other nearby 

communities as Bton, Cton, and Dton.20 

The most prominent of all of these substitutions came in the title of a study 

published in 1929 by the husband-and-wife team of Robert S. and Helen Merrell Lynd. 

Starting in 1924, the Lynds and three assistants had lived in Muncie, Indiana, gathering 

statistics and conducting interviews in an effort to compile a portrait of the city. The 

Lynds and their team spoke with foremen and mothers, read local papers and club 

bulletins, counted attendance at religious services and sources of disagreement between 

children and parents. By the end, they knew Muncie rather well, perhaps better than 

many lifelong residents. Yet the Lynds did not call their book Muncie, nor does that 

                                                
19 Stephen P. Turner, ‘The World of the Academic Quantifiers: the Columbia University Family 

and Its Connections,’ in Martin Bulmer and Kevin Bales, eds., The Social Survey in 

Historical Perspective, 1880-1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 283; 

James Mickel Williams, An American Town: A Sociological Study (James Kempster, 1906), 

7. 

20 Newell LeRoy Sims, A Hoosier Village: A Sociological Study with Special Reference to 

Social Causation (New York, 1912), 12. 
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name appear anywhere in the text. Rather, they released it under the title, Middletown: 

A Study in Contemporary Culture.21 

Ostensibly, the pseudonym was designed to protect privacy. ‘The city will be 

called Middletown,’ the second chapter explains. ‘A community as small as thirty-odd 

thousand affords at best about as much privacy as Irvin Cobb’s celebrated goldfish 

enjoyed, and it has not seemed desirable to increase this high visibility in the discussion 

of local conditions by singling out the city by its actual name.’22 In fact, the Lynds had 

made little effort to disguise the identity of their study site. Since their arrival, the local 

press had noted their presence, and when the book was published, a Muncie newspaper 

predicted that it would be criticized ‘for the reason that Middletown is Muncie.’23 

Likewise, the reviewer for the Indianapolis Star noted that ‘any one acquainted with 

Muncie and with Indiana will recognize that “Middletown” is that town.’24 

In a follow-up study, Middletown in Transition, the Lynds maintained the 

pretense of pseudonymity, substituting ‘Middletown’ for ‘Muncie’ when quoting from 

documents and devoting a chapter to the ‘X Family,’ rather than the Ball family that 

played so prominent a role in the real Muncie. Yet this effort was at best half-hearted, 

for the book also used the real name George R. Dale, an anti-Klan editor and politician. 

                                                
21 Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd, Middletown: A Study in Modern American Culture 

(New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1929). 

22 Lynd and Lynd, Middletown, 7. 

23 June Mull, ‘Book Reveals Cross-Section of Muncie’s Community Life,’ Muncie Morning 

Star, 11 January 1929, quoted in Sarah E. Igo, The Averaged American: Surveys, Citizens, 

and the Making of a Mass Public (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2007), 45. 

24 Stephen S. Vishner, ‘Analytical Portrayal of Muncie,’ Indianapolis Star, 9 June 1929. 
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Dale had served as mayor, not of Middletown, but of Muncie.25 If, as seems unlikely, 

anyone had questioned ‘Middletown’s’ real name in 1929, no one would have had 

trouble finding it by 1937. Yet the Lynds still refused to say ‘Muncie.’ 

All of this suggests that privacy was not the prime concern of the Lynds. Rather, 

as historian Sarah Igo has suggested, their real priority was to present their study as 

representative of American culture as a whole. The Lynds denied that they were 

presenting ‘Middletown’ as ‘typical,’ but their readers understood the title Middletown 

to connote something average, normal, even ideal. For just this reason, some of the 

book’s most enthusiastic readers were advertising men, who saw in it a chance to 

understand American consumers as a whole, as well as Muncie’s businessmen, proud to 

imagine themselves as serving ‘the most typical American City.’26 In fact, Muncie was 

unusual among American cities for having a small foreign-born population, and the 

Lynds aggravated its atypicality by focusing their research on native-born whites. Had 

they written a book called Muncie, perhaps the Lynds would have wrestled with its 

particularities. Instead, noted Maxwell Lerner of the New York Evening Post, ‘to call it 

Middletown stirs connotations of the average American city . . . The term becomes 

generic and symbolic. Middletown is—or at least is meant to be—America.’27 

By the 1940s, pseudonymous sociological and anthropological studies were 

everywhere, from ‘Yankee City’ and ‘Jonesville’ to ‘Southerntown’ and ‘Plainville, 

                                                
25 Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrell Lynd, Middletown in Transition: A Study in Cultural 

Conflicts (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1937), chapter III and 323-324. 

26 Igo, Averaged American, 86-87, 96. 

27 Maxwell A. Lerner, ‘Middletown Has an Air of Mr. Babbitt’s Zenith, Ohio,’ New York 

Evening Post, February 9, 1929, quoted in Igo, Averaged American, 81. 
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U.S.A.’28 Carl Withers, author of Plainville, U.S.A., went so far as to disguise not only 

the name of the town he was studying, but even his own, publishing under the alias 

‘James West.’ The authors of these works varied in their explanations or silences about 

the use of pseudonyms. Withers addressed the problem directly, stating that he had hid 

his name and others ‘because every serious informant requested, and was promised, the 

protection of complete anonymity.’29 Others, like Lloyd Warner, lead author of both the 

‘Yankee City’ and ‘Jonesville’ studies, seemed more interested in the suggestion his 

sites could stand in for a region or a nation as a whole. As Warner explained, 

The city we call Jonesville was chosen because it satisfied the exacting 

requirements we had established. Jonesville, the City of the Common Man, is an 

actual place which we have come to know well because we studied it for several 

years. Although we chose it above all other places for its particular 

qualifications for our study, we know that most other places, for purposes of 

evidence, might have done equally well. The Jonesvilles, Smithtowns, 

Greenfields, and all the other -villes, -towns, and -fields of America are 

essentially alike. Sometimes the road signs at their entrances say Dallas, Seattle, 

or maybe Indianapolis or Buffalo, or they might spell out Atlanta, Springfield, or 

Walla Walla, but no matter what the signs say or how the alphabetical letters are 

                                                
28 William Lloyd Warner and Paul Sanborn Lunt, The Social Life of a Modern Community (Yale 

University Press, 1941); William Lloyd Warner, Democracy in Jonesville: A Study of 

Quality and Inequality (Harper & Row, 1949); John Dollard, Caste and Class in a Southern 

Town (University of Wisconsin Press, 1949); Carl Withers, Plainville, U.S.A. (Columbia 

University Press, 1945). 

29 Carl Withers, Plainville, U.S.A. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1945), xv. 



 15 

arranged they still spell Jonesville. No two American habitations are identical, 

but all of them, big or little, bear the strong family resemblance of the same 

parentage.30 

How exactly one could know this without comparative studies of Dallas, Walla Walla, 

and the like is unclear. But the vision is tempting. 

No less than sociologists, historians would like to say something important 

about whole countries. As we shall see, they were less prone to make the grand claims 

of a Lynd or a Warner, but perhaps they could share some of the ambition. So when we 

try to understand their use of pseudonyms, this search for the ‘generic and symbolic’ 

must be considered alongside any efforts at preserving privacy.  

Thalburg 

In 1962, a University of Minnesota history student named William Sheridan Allen 

submitted his doctoral dissertation. ‘Thalburg: The Nazi Seizure of Power in a Single 

German Town, 1930 to 1935.’ Like previous historians, he wanted to understand how 

Germany’s Weimar Republic had collapsed into Hitler’s dictatorship. But others had 

studied the actions of leading politicians, the view from Berlin. Allen wanted to 

understand a character he variously called ‘the “ordinary” citizen,’ the ‘average man,’ 

and—lapsing into German—the kleiner Mann, probably a reference to Hans Fallada’s 

1932 novel, Kleiner Mann, was nun? This average, ordinary, little man had both shaped 

the Nazi revolution and experienced its effects once Hitler had taken power.31 

                                                
30 W. Lloyd Warner, Democracy in Jonesville: A Study in Quality and Inequality (1949; reprint, 

New York: Harper & Row, 1964), ix. 

31 Allen, ‘Thalburg,’ 4-5.  
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To study this average man, Allen wrote the history of ‘one particular town,’ a 

place he called Thalburg.32 A town of about ten thousand residents in the 1930s, 

Thalburg had, like the rest of Germany, watched the Nazis grow from a small group of 

zealots into the dominant political force. Thus, it could serve as a microcosm for 

Germany—or at least rural Germany—as a whole. ‘The microcosm has the drawback of 

being non-representative,’ Allen acknowledged, ‘but the advantage of providing for a 

close and detailed scrutiny.’33 Allen succeeded wildly. His revised dissertation, 

published in 1965, became ‘the most widely assigned book in undergraduate courses in 

German history in the United States.’34 Decades after its revision and publication, a 

University of Cambridge historian would name Allen’s work as one of ‘the most 

influential books ever written.’35  

For all of its merits, the first word of the dissertation’s title was a falsehood; 

‘Thalburg’ did not exist. ‘Anyone who looks on a map or in an encyclopedia for 

“Thalburg” will not find it,’ Allen cautioned, for it was a pseudonym for a real town in 

Germany. Moreover, all the names of people in the study were equally pseudonymous.36 

Indeed, to keep the name of the town hidden from curious readers, Allen had to invent 

fictional titles for the published works in his footnotes, from the newspaper, the 

                                                
32 Allen, ‘Thalburg’, 7. 

33 Allen, ‘Thalburg’, 7. 

34 Kenneth R. Nelson, review of The Nazi Seizure of Power: The Experience of a Single German 

Town, 1922-1945, by William Sheridan Allen, The History Teacher 20, no. 1 (1986): 126. I 

myself was assigned the text as an undergraduate in 1990. 

35 Matthew Reisz, ‘Canonical Texts: Are These the Most Influential Books Ever Written?,’ 

Times Higher Education, April 23, 2009. 

36 Allen, ‘Thalburg,’ 17. 
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Thalburger Beobachter, to the local history, the Chronik des Standortes Thalburg. 

Having thus taken the remarkable step of filling his history dissertation with footnotes 

to non-existent sources, Allen retreated slightly by preparing a second set of true notes. 

‘For the general reader, then, the town will remain anonymous,’ he explained. ‘There 

may be qualified scholars who will wish to follow up my work, or indeed, to check on 

the veracity of it.’ Such scholars, if they pledged to maintain the secret, could seek 

Allen’s permission to read a truthful bibliography that Allen deposited at the University 

of Minnesota.37 

Allen gave two reasons for using pseudonyms in his work. The first was 

practical. Most of the written records he would have liked to use had been destroyed 

during and after World War II, either deliberately (to erase an unpleasant past, or to 

make some money in a scrap paper drive) or accidentally, by fire or other war damage. 

So to tell the story of the town, Allen needed its inhabitants to talk to him. And to coax 

them, he ‘always stressed two things: the objectivity which I hoped to bring to the 

subject, and the anonymity which the town and its people would have.’38  

The promise of anonymity had not produced a rush of confessionals from proud 

or penitent Nazis. Of the nineteen people who agreed to speak with Allen, only two had 

been adult members of the Nazi party, and one of those—Wilhelm Spannaus—

presented himself to Allen as an ‘idealist’ who had misunderstood the true nature of the 

party and eventually organized an ‘internal party resistance clique’ against the more 

thuggish leaders. Allen was particularly disappointed that the Nazi who had served as 

mayor of the town ‘refused to discuss anything except his own bitter experiences during 

the post-war era.’ 
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Allen had more luck with people he termed ‘ordinary citizens,’ who could 

supply what he called ‘the living stuff of history: personal reactions, vivid incidents, 

casual and minor events.’ For example, Maria Habenichts had never been a Nazi herself 

but had spent the 1930s avoiding trouble. As Habenichts told Allen, she had once gently 

advised a neighbor that to avoid a visit from the Gestapo, it was time to buy a swastika 

flag. For a book about how the ‘ordinary’ citizen helped a small group of fanatics 

overtake a town, such stories are priceless. And many of these residents were eager to 

talk to a historian. As Allen put it, they wanted to ‘“set the record straight” and to 

explain exactly what really did occur, in the Rankean sense.’39 (Allen did not mention 

that Ranke would likely have been appalled by his falsified bibliography.) 

Beyond encouraging candid conversation, the pseudonym served another 

purpose: it signaled Allen’s methodological debt to sociology. For ‘Thalburg’ was a 

community study, concerned not only with individuals and events but with the social 

composition of the town and its impact on those individuals and events. Early in the 

text, a section entitled ‘A Sociological Description of Thalburg’ categorized the town’s 

population by birthplace, religion, occupation, and class.40 To populate his ‘typical’ 

German town, Allen sought to identify ‘typical’ groups of townspeople, blending the 

experiences of several Germans to arrive at a composite. Here, for instance, is his 

description of the Social Democratic Party, or SPD. 
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Most of Thalburg’s SPD members were of the working class. Belief in the SPD 

ideology tended to come more from family background than from subsequent 

conversion. The typical Thalburg SPD member’s father had worked at the 

Thalburg railroad station. He had not been a dues-paying SPD member because 

of the fear of losing his job, but he had followed and voted for the Social 

Democrats. Thus the average SPD member had the almost unconscious 

commitment to socialism that the average American worker seems to have to 

trade unionism.41 

To be sure, much of Allen’s study consists of chapters drawn from printed 

sources, which narrate events in chronological order, the core of the historian’s craft. 

Nor does the book include any explicit discussion of sociological theory. And at times 

Allen discusses the choices and tactics of key individuals, particularly party leaders, 

both pro- and anti-Nazi.42  

Yet even as he narrates events and notes the roles of individual actors, Allen 

presents his findings in sociological terms. To explain the key question of why the 

town’s various opponents of Nazism failed to unify against them, Allen concludes that 

‘the victory of Nazism can be explained to a large extent by the desire on the part of 

Thalburg’s middle classes to suppress the lower classes and especially their political 

representatives, the Social Democratic Party.’43 Similarly, he identifies social, as well as 

political, changes as a key outcome of the Nazi takeover in the early 1930s, deploying 

such sociological terminology as ‘the atomization of social and cultural life.’44 Finally, 
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in his conclusion, he reaches beyond historical and geographical specifics in a reach for 

universal truths. ‘the problem of Nazism was primarily a problem of perception,’ he 

concludes. ‘In this respect Thalburg’s difficulties and Thalburg’s fate are likely to be 

shared by other men in other towns under similar circumstances. The remedy will not be 

easily found.’45 

If ‘Thalburg,’ then, is as much a story of ‘other men in other towns,’ Allen’s 

pseudonyms are as much assets as liabilities. And it made perfect sense for Allen to 

borrow the sociologists’ convention of naming their studies for fictitious towns. Thus, 

along with Yankee City and Plainville, the world got ‘Thalburg.’ When Allen revised 

his dissertation for publication, he deleted the fictional town name from the title, leaving 

the book simply as The Nazi Seizure of Power; the Experience of a Single German 

Town, 1930-1935. But its debt to the Lynds and other social scientists remained clear 

enough for one reviewer to call his review, ‘Middletown, Germany.’46  

This nod to sociology shaped scholars’ reactions. Sociologist Ernst Borinski 

appeared ready to welcome Allen to the club. Allen ‘writes as a historian,’ Borinski 

allowed. ‘He, however, presents The Nazi Seizure of Power in a small German 

community as a sociological analysis which ranks his book as a good performance in 

political sociology.’47 The review did not even mention the use of pseudonyms. 

Historians, by contrast, voiced concerns. Earl Beck doubted both that ‘the real people 

behind the pseudonyms [should] be protected’ and that ‘there is such a thing as a 
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“typical German town.”’48 ‘The fact that Mr. Allen had to change names for the 

purposes of the book does not detract from the ultimate value of what he has done,” 

acknowledged George Mosse. ‘But it does give his book a cast which may stump the 

scholar who likes to verify his material.’49  

Regardless of their views, reviewers of the English edition honored Allen’s wish 

to make the town pseudonymous. Historian Walter Laqueur, the author of the 

‘Middletown, Germany’ review, did not even mention the decision. The Los Angeles 

Times explained that Allen was ‘merging the disciplines of history and sociology,’ and 

that he ‘had to disguise the name of the actual town and provide fictional names for the 

citizens, in order to get at the truth.’50  

But German readers were quick to get the full story. In November 1966, Der 

Spiegel reviewed the German translation, describing events in ‘Thalburg’ and noting 

Allen’s promise to keep secret the real name of the town. But the magazine had made 

no such promise, and after noting that Allen had come to call ‘Thalburg’ his second 

home, it announced that his ‘secret home is called Northeim in Lower Saxony.’ 

Moreover, it identified the real names of five of the book’s characters, including 

Wilhelm Spannaus, one of the two former Nazis who had spoken to Allen, and who was 
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still living in Northeim at the time of the review.51 Following this exposure, scholars 

defected from the charade. In 1972, a political scientist casually mentioned, in a 

footnote, that ‘“Thalburg” can be identified from election data as Northeim, a town near 

Göttingen in Niedersachsen.’52 By the 1980s, a reviewer noted that Thalburg’s identity 

had ‘long been a poorly kept secret.’53 

Allen himself finally surrendered. In 1984, he published a revised edition, in 

which he stripped both Thalburg and some of its inhabitants of their pseudonyms. In his 

preface to the new edition, he effectively conceded that the veneer of anonymity had 

been thin, relying more on the kindness of readers than serious obstacles by the author. 

‘Reviewers in America and England (who undoubtedly identified the actual town easily 

enough, as any specialist in German History could) respected my attempt,’ he wrote, 

‘But the West German magazine Der Spiegel “exposed the secret” shortly after the 

German translation appeared, and for good measure also identified most of the 

individuals mentioned in my book.’ In other words, blame not Allen’s fragile 

anonymization, but Der Spiegel’s violation of a gentleman’s contract. Even then, Allen 
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tried to give his informants as much anonymity as he could. The new edition used the 

town’s real name, and the real names of those identified by Der Spiegel and those who 

had died since 1965. Other characters, however, retained their pseudonyms.  

The revised edition of The Nazi Seizure of Power demonstrates the potential cost 

of pseudonymity. For not only did it differ from the original edition in its use of real 

names; it also incorporated new sources that Allen discovered on a 1979 research trip to 

West Germany. In his 1962 dissertation, he had lamented that ‘practically all the 

ordinary sources an historian uses have been destroyed.’54 In fact, unknown to Allen at 

the time, carbon copies of correspondence between Nazi leaders in Northeim and 

regional administrators had been preserved at the State Archives of Lower Saxony in 

Hanover. After his 1979 trip, Allen was able to rewrite his study using these traditional 

sources. As it turned out, most of the new documents were fairly prosaic administrative 

letters about the finances and operations of the Nazi party, which, wrote Allen, 

‘confirmed rather my original conclusions.’ But they fleshed out important parts of his 

story. For instance, Allen was able to compare his informants’ impressions that the 

Nazis were numerous in 1931 with the Nazis’ own laments about the drop in the 

number of dues-paying members.55 More significantly, the new documents allowed 

Allen to expand the chronological scope of his narrative, from 1930-1935 in the 1965 

edition to 1922-1945 in the revised edition. 

Imagine this counterfactual. What if Allen had succeeded in fully disguising 

‘Thalburg,’ taking the secret to his death? Imagine, then, that some other researcher had 

come across the Northeim correspondence in Hanover. That second researcher would 
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have been unable to connect the new sources to Allen’s analysis, depriving scholars and 

readers of the deeper understanding of this key moment in European history that the 

revised edition offers. Historical scholarship is a text that is forever being revised, and 

each historian leaves spaces on which future historians can build, like the bumps on the 

top layer of a Lego castle. Top the castle off with a layer of smooth tiles, though, and 

the next scholar can’t stick her pieces on. Allen’s pseudonyms risked such a breach 

between one generation of scholars and the next, and we are fortunate that Der Spiegel 

cracked off those smooth tiles.  

Tukabahchee 

In September 1974—just about halfway between the first two editions of The Nazi 

Seizure of Power—a young man named Theodore Rosengarten published All God’s 

Dangers: The Life of Nate Shaw, a 556-page, first-person account of the life of an 

African American Alabama farmer who had died the year before. 56 Rosengarten had 

not exactly written the book. After meeting Shaw in January 1969, Rosengarten had 

tape-recorded more than 120 hours of Shaw’s recollections of his life, as well as some 

versions told by his children. He had then transcribed the tapes, chosen which stories to 

include, and woven multiple versions of the same story into a single account. Yet he 

insisted that his role was secondary, and that Nate Shaw had so crafted the narrative as 

to make the book ‘autobiography of an illiterate man.’57 

The book soon earned glowing reviews from both popular newspapers and 

scholarly journals, and it eventually won the 1974 National Book Award for 
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contemporary affairs, beating out now-classic works by Robert Caro, Bob Woodward 

and Carl Bernstein, Studs Terkel, and Robert Pirsig.58 While Rosengarten’s name 

appeared on the spine of the book, reviewers credited the narrator as much as his scribe. 

One review put Shaw in a select league of American autobiographers consisting of 

Benjamin Franklin, Frederick Douglass, Henry Adams, Booker T. Washington, and 

Theodore Dreiser.59 

But Shaw was different from Franklin, Douglass, and the others in a rather 

important way: he did not exist. Or at least not under that name, for ‘Nate Shaw’ was a 

pseudonym for a real man named Ned Cobb.60 When the book first appeared, 

Rosengarten used pseudonyms for Cobb and everyone else in the book except for some 

nationally prominent individuals, such as Congressman Tom Heflin. He also changed 

local place names, locating the book in ‘east-central Alabama’ but also in ‘Tukabahchee 

County,’ a plausible but pseudonymous name. 

The use of pseudonyms shaped the initial understanding of the book not simply 

as the ‘autobiography’ that Rosengarten termed it in his preface, but as a cousin to 

fictional portrayals of life. Rosengarten himself compared Shaw to William Faulkner, 

and readers picked up the comparison. Writing in the New York Times, Jack Geiger 
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termed Shaw both ‘a black Homer’ and ‘a black Faulkner,’ spinners of fictions.61 

Historian David Brion Davis compared Shaw to Milton, and noted that his ‘cadence and 

diction are pure Huckleberry Finn.’ Not pure Mark Twain, much less pure Sam 

Clemens. Davis compared Shaw to a fictional character.62 

The first edition of the book barely explained this decision. A fly page, opposite 

the first page of the preface, bore a three-sentence disclaimer: ‘The characters in this 

book are real. Their names, except for historical figures, are fictitious. The names of 

most places and landmarks have also been changed.’63 The passive phrasing of that last 

sentence, and the general brevity of the disclaimer, might lead a reader to wonder who 

changed the names, and why? Yet for the most part, reviewers did not ask that question. 

‘The names of persons and of most places and landmarks have been changed,’ wrote 

Davis, ‘no doubt for excellent reasons.’64 And though All God’s Dangers has been the 

subject of several scholarly essays over the decades, none has dwelled on the initial 

reasons for the pseudonyms.  

One of those reasons was fairly straightforward: members of Ned Cobb’s family 

wanted the pseudonyms. By the time Rosengarten arrived in Alabama, some of Cobb’s 

children had left for other states, and those migrants would have preferred that the 
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family’s real names be used. Ned Cobb himself was largely indifferent. ‘He knew his 

name had already appeared in a poem, John Beecher’s work,’ Rosengarten later 

explained. ‘He wasn’t upset . . . He wasn’t worried about the names.’65 But Cobb had 

other children still living in Alabama, and they worried about the consequences of 

exposure. As Rosengarten later explained their feelings, ‘a lot of this was, Papa’s 

hanging out the family laundry. And they didn’t see how they would benefit. They 

didn’t see how they would benefit from having this white kid coming to their houses all 

the time. It was still a racially tense place. When you’re out of that tension you can’t 

believe it, but when you’re in it, it’s electric.’66 Even if violence had subsided since the 

1960s, power relationships remained unequal. The white banker of the 1930s was still in 

business in the 1970s, and still making loans to one of Ned Cobb’s sons.67 Would that 

credit continue if the book named him and portrayed him unfavorably? One can 

understand the Alabama family’s concerns. 

The wishes of the Cobb family explain much, but they do not explain 

everything, for Rosengarten had his own choices to make: first, whether to accede to the 

wishes of the children, and second, having done so, how to deploy pseudonyms in his 

work. Like Allen before him, he made those choices as a historian deeply influenced by 

other disciplines.  

All God’s Dangers began when Rosengarten was a doctoral student in Harvard’s 

program History of American Civilization, which had been founded in 1936 in an 

attempt to blend intellectual history and the study of literature to uncover the American 

Mind. By the time Rosengarten arrived, in 1966, he later explained, ‘You could put 
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together your own program, crossing disciplines.’68 Rosengarten blended courses in 

law, literature, and history with his own reading, and he ended up exploring many 

genres in which pseudonyms are the norm. In a 1980 interview, he cited Ronald 

Blythe’s Akenfield, Mirra Komarovsky’s Blue-Collar Marriage, and John Dollard’s 

Class and Caste in a Southern Town as influences.69 Blythe was a novelist, 

Komarovsky and Dollard were sociologists, and all used pseudonyms to discuss the 

sites of their research. Dollard was the most explicit about his adherence to what had 

become an established sociological tradition, crediting Middletown as the model for his 

‘Southerntown.’70 Thus, from the Lynds’ ‘Middletown’ to Rosengarten’s ‘Tukabahchee 

County’ was but one degree of separation.  

On the other hand, Rosengarten also cited anthropologist Marcel Griaule’s 

Conversations with Ogotemmêli as “one of my favorite books and also, in some way, a 

model for what I’ve done.”71 Unlike the Lynds, Griaule had embraced the particularity 

of both his informant and his community. True, he conceded, Ogotemmêli, a member of 

the Dogon people of the Western Sudan, might not be able to explain “African 

mentality in general,” but the remedy for that was to keep going, collecting stories from 
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“the Bozo fishermen of the Niger, . . . the Kouroumba farmers of the Niger bend,” and 

other African peoples. Moreover, Griaule used Ogotemmêli’s real name, comparing his 

stories to ‘the presumably personal ideas of Plato or Julian of Halicarnassus’ and thus 

implying that Ogotemmêli deserved the same respect as those European thinkers.  

Griaule had even closed his book with a passage from the letter he had received 

reporting Ogotemmêli’s death in 1947. ‘Do not any longer expect to see him again!’ 

Griaule’s correspondent lamented. ‘May his name be immortalized in your works!’72 So 

far—seven decades later—it has been. 

Thus, Rosengarten was in a bind. His training in history and his admiration for 

both Cobb and Griaule steered him to real names and particulars, while the wishes of 

the Cobb family and the Middletown tradition pointed to pseudonyms and generalities. 

To resolve the dilemma, Rogengarten turned to yet another genre: literature, specifically 

the novels of William Faulkner. Over the course of fourteen novels and dozens of short 

stories, Faulkner had created and populated the fictional Yoknapatawpha County, 

Mississippi. As geographer Charles Aiken noted, Faulkner started with the real 

Lafayette County but ‘transmuted Lafayette into Yoknapatawpha by combining the real, 

the modified, and the imaginary.’ In many cases, Faulkner chose fictional names close 

to the real ones, so that while in Lafayette Mr. Galloway kept a small store in College 

Hill, in the fictional Yoknapatawpha, Mr. Garroway ran the store in Seminary Hill.73 In 

All God’s Dangers, Rosengarten similarly sought to make every pseudonym bear at 

least some of the connotations of the original. Thus, Tukabahchee, like Tallapoosa, is a 

                                                
72 Marcel Griaule, Conversations With Ogotemmeli: An Introduction to Dogon Religious Ideas 

(London: International African Institute, 1965), 2, 3, 220. 

73 Charles S. Aiken, “Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County: Geographical Fact into Fiction,” 

Geographical Review 67, no. 1 (1977): 13, https://doi.org/10.2307/213600. 



 30 

multisyllabic Indian name, while Nate and Ned are short forms of men’s names. ‘In the 

naming, the giving of these pseudonyms, I could exercise my own literary pretensions,’ 

he later explained. Yet, asked why he had taken such pains, Rosengarten explained that 

he sought ‘historicity.’74 Even in inventing facts, Rosengarten held to the importance of 

specific relationships among facts. ‘Hayes’ and ‘Nate’ were names Rosengarten 

invented for father and son, yet the contrast between the father’s surname-as-first-name 

and the son’s diminutive evoke the relationship between originals, ‘Brown’ and ‘Ned.’ 

Such decisions rejected the blandness of a name like Middletown or Southerntown. 

Rosengarten also admired the work of anthropologist Oscar Lewis, later 

describing it as his most ‘single important model.’75 In the 1960s, Lewis had published 

two well-received studies of poor Mexican families. Pedro Martínez: A Mexican 

Peasant and His Family described life in ‘Azteca,’ a Mexican village, while The 

Children of Sánchez: Autobiography of a Mexican Family (1961) recorded the 

experiences in a Mexico City slum that attracted migrants from Azteca and other rural 

areas. Lewis’s influence on Rosengarten is evident throughout All God’s Dangers. 

Rosengarten’s description of his methodology resembles that of Lewis in The Children 

of Sánchez. And the disclaimer at the start of All God’s Dangers paraphrases that in 
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Pedro Martínez, which stated that ‘except for historical figures, the characters in this 

book have been given fictitious names, to protect their anonymity.76‘  

Ironically, Oscar Lewis’s work was mostly an example of how not to protect the 

privacy of one’s informants. After the Spanish edition of Children of Sánchez was 

published in 1965, a newspaper assigned two reporters who then claimed to have 

identified the protagonists in only 27 days, though their editors chose not to publish the 

real names.77 Similarly, Rosengarten’s disguises were never robust. The book’s map of 

‘Tukabahchee County’ included the real boundary lines of the southern half of 

Tallapoosa County, making it—and all the renamed towns in the book—identifiable to 

anyone with a map of Alabama.  

And Ned Cobb himself was somewhat famous. In 1932, black Communists had 

sought to organize the tenant farmers of Cobb’s region into a Share Croppers’ Union, 

which soon became the target of law enforcement. When deputy sheriffs sought to seize 

the livestock of one union member, Cliff James, James summoned his fellow union 

members, including Cobb, to defend his farm. After a tense standoff, the deputy shot 

Cobb in the hip, leading to a gun battle that left one African American farmer dead and 

several others, including Cobb, wounded. Eventually, James and another African 

American man, Milo Bentley, died of wounds received in the battle and the subsequent 
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hunt for James’s allies. Cobb was sentenced to twelve to fifteen years in prison.78 The 

incident was been reported by the wire services, and accounts with his name appeared in 

both white-owned and African American newspapers across the country.79 In 1934, 

John Beecher, then a graduate student in sociology, wrote about Cobb in the journal 

Social Forces.80 And in 1936, the Crisis, the official magazine of the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People, featured the shootout in an article 

entitled, ‘Epic of the Black Belt,’ and presented Cobb in truly heroic terms. ‘The siege 

of that Alabama cabin is comparable to anything in the pioneer saga,’ it explained. 

‘Through windows, through holes in the walls, and while fleeing to the woods, the 

Negroes fought as courageously as any group of early white settlers resisting an Indian 

attack.’ As for Cobb, ‘He is now serving a term in the state penitentiary for defending 

his life against the murderous hoodlums.’81 In 1938, the Chicago Defender, one of the 
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nation’s leading African American newspapers, mentioned Cobb as one of several 

prominent ‘Race prisoners’ receiving relief funds from International Labor Defense.82 

In subsequent decades, Cobb had dropped from the public view. But in 1966, 

John Beecher published To Live and Die in Dixie, a collection of poems that began with 

‘In Egypt Land,’ an account of the 1932 shoot-out. Though Beecher made James the 

protagonist of the story, he gave Cobb the most heroic line. ‘Better gittin’ kilt 

quick/Than perishin’ slow like we been a’doin’,’ Beecher’s Cobb asserts, before 

gathering up the doomed men.83 Following the book’s publication, Beecher offered 

numerous public readings of the poem, including several in Alabama, as well as one on 

Studs Terkel’s radio show. Cobb’s name was in the air.84 And Rosengarten knew this; 

he knew Beecher personally, and the poem led him to Cobb. Given Cobb’s fame, then, 

the efforts to disguise him were, Rosengarten later conceded, ‘half-hearted.’ Any real 

protection of anonymity lay in the expectation that few people would read the book.85 

Instead, the book was, like Middletown before it, a surprise hit, gaining national 

attention and readers who did not typically read the work of graduate students. (Also, 

like Middletown, it earned its author a doctorate.)86 And like Children of Sánchez and 

The Nazi Seizure of Power before it, it served as a guessing game for curious reporters. 

In this case, the Montgomery Advertiser won the prize, identifying ‘Shaw’ as Cobb. By 
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early 1975, a reviewer for the Georgia Historical Quarterly used Cobb’s real name 

throughout the review, mentioning ‘Shaw’ only to give the book’s title and explain, 

without criticism or praise, Rosengarten’s use of pseudonyms.87 With Cobb’s real name 

in print elsewhere, Knopf changed the disclaimer in new printings of All God’s 

Dangers. ‘Since the publication of the first edition,’ the new disclaimer read, ‘articles in 

various newspapers and magazines have identified the real Nate Shaw: he is Ned Cobb. 

The family of Ned Cobb, the publisher, and Theodore Rosengarten, join in proudly 

acknowledging that Nate Shaw is the fictitious name of Ned Cobb.’88 Fortunately, the 

fears of the Alabama members of the Cobb family proved unjustified. Indeed, the 

family members most upset about the whole affair were Cobb’s grandchildren, who 

were angry that the real names did not appear in the book.89 Ned Cobb himself had died 

shortly before the book’s publication.  

Beyond the changed disclaimer, the text of the book remained the same; there 

has yet to be an edition of All God’s Dangers that uses real names, in the manner of the 

1984 edition of The Nazi Seizure of Power. Nor would such an edition be simple. In his 

mostly failed effort to keep Cobb anonymous, Rosengarten had needed to change the 

names of all the people and places around him. Anyone else wishing to write about the 

events of Cobb’s life must peel off not only Cobb’s mask, but all these others. In a 1979 

essay, Rosengarten identified Ned Cobb, several family members, and Tallapoosa 

                                                
87 Ralph B. Draughon, review of Review of All God’s Dangers, The Life of Nate Shaw, by 

Theodore Rosengarten, The Georgia Historical Quarterly 59 (1975): 162–64. 

88 Theodore Rosengarten, All God's Dangers: The Life of Nate Shaw (1974; reprint, New York: 

Avon, 1975), xii. 

89 Rosengarten, interview. 



 35 

County.90 And when historian Nell Irvin Painter collaborated with Hosea Hudson to 

produce The Narrative of Hosea Hudson: His Life as a Negro Communist in the South, 

a project comparable to the Rosengarten-Cobb collaboration, they included in their 

footnotes a brief table of three place names and four personal names (including Ned 

Cobb) for which Rosengarten used pseudonyms and Painter does not, thus allowing 

readers to compare Cobb’s memories of the violence of 1932 with Hudson’s. Such 

opportunities to layer one account of an event onto another is a standard feature of 

historical writing, but the pseudonyms in All God’s Dangers will forever require this 

extra step of translation. And unless someone takes the time to transcribe all of the 

original recordings (themselves carefully rescued after Hurricane Hugo soaked 

Rosengarten’s original reels in 1989), future historians and genealogists will likely miss 

references Cobb and his family made to figures of interest, other than those involved in 

the shoot-out.91 

And the pseudonymity of the original account may run deeper than mere words, 

for it suggests the book’s departures from history as a genre. Some critics argue that 

‘Nate Shaw’ is more easily seen as a character in a text. Albert Stone notes that ‘As a 

minor episode in Southern labor history, Ned Cobb’s deed is part of history. As “Nate 

Shaw” he is slightly displaced from this position and put more firmly under the 

manipulative control of the writer-editor.’ As a whole, Stone reassures us, Shaw speaks 

so forcefully that ‘there is no question of wholesale manipulation by the educated 
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questioner from Cambridge.’92 In Stone’s view, Rosengarten was an editor, not a 

ghostwriter.  

Mark Sanders is less sure, suggesting that the conversion of Ned Cobb to Nate 

Shaw parallels a deeper transformation of Cobb’s spoken, rambling memories into a 

mostly linear account by Rosengarten. On the other hand, Sanders himself sees similar 

transformations when the narrator’s name is not disguised, as in The Autobiography of 

Malcolm X. Thus, neither Stone nor Sanders thinks that Rosengarten’s use of a 

pseudonym mattered all that much. In 2013, Michèle Grossman suggested that ‘all acts 

of written self-representation . . .  not just those produced collaboratively or unevenly’ 

create some tension between the real self and the text.93 Had Rosengarten and Cobb 

collaborated on a book about Cobb, or had Cobb written the whole thing himself, the 

result would not be free of some of the distortions inherent in any narrative. 

In addition to these connections to autobiography, we can map continuing 

connections to the social science that led Rosengarten to pseudonyms in the first place. 

In his 1980 interview with George Abbott White, Rosengarten appeared ambivalent 

about the degree to which he followed the sociologists’ belief in a representative 

community and a representative individual. ‘I never said Nate was representative of all 

Black men.’ And yet, he continued, ‘clinical experience does show us you can make 
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valid generalizations from very few samples.’94 Is this a historian or an epidemiologist? 

Four decades after its publication, All God’s Dangers defies genre distinctions.  

Conclusions 

Pseudonyms alone are weak protections of privacy. Efforts to disguise whole 

communities are particularly prone to fail. We all know that Blanktown is Waterville, 

that Middletown is Muncie, and that Thalburg is Northeim. Moreover, we have known 

for decades that these real names leak out. Pseudonyms for individuals have a better 

record, especially for a book’s minor characters; while Der Spiegel identified five 

residents of Northeim, many more remain obscure, as do many of the characters outside 

of the Cobb family in All God’s Dangers. But enterprising reporters or merely curious 

readers can often identify major characters, a task that will grow only easier as more 

news reports, genealogical records, and other information appears online.95 For these 

reasons, we can lament the efforts to disguise both place and people in The Nazi Seizure 

of Power and All God’s Dangers, and celebrate the piercing of anonymity that has 

allowed their authors and other scholars to build on the original work. 
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In the years following the publication of the two books, oral historians began 

debating questions of confidentiality more explicitly. As Ronald Grele notes, oral 

historians who wrote history from the bottom up wanted to protect vulnerable people 

from a society that condemned some of their actions, but promises of anonymity ‘flew 

in the face of an “objective" history where all sources are properly noted. It also raised, 

in my mind at least, questions about the replicability of research results.’ He and others 

feared that history would become too much like journalism with its reliance on ‘“highly 

placed sources” or unnamed informants.’96 

Indeed, journalists themselves fear that their work relies too much on 

anonymity. In 2004, for instance, the New York Times updated its policy on confidential 

sources as a response to criticism of its coverage of the events leading to the invasion of 

Iraq. ‘In routine interviewing—that is, most of the interviewing we do—anonymity 

must not be automatic or an assumed condition,’ the 2004 policy stated. Rather, the 

burden would be placed on the source and the reporter to determine that anonymity was 

appropriate and necessary. The policy has hardly reined in the use of anonymous 

sources, but it has at least grown a bit more reflective, rather than reflexive. As the 

Times standards editor, Allan Siegal, explained in late 2005, ‘we sometimes see 

awkward and uncomfortable descriptions in the paper of why we allowed material to be 

anonymous,’ but those constitute a ‘healthy indication, really, that people are struggling 

with the issue.’97 Allen, in his book and, more so, dissertation, shows something of that 

struggle. Neither the Middletown books nor All God’s Dangers offer a similarly detailed 

explanation of the choice to use pseudonyms, and they are less informative as a result, 
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though Rosengarten’s subsequent commentary has gone far to illuminate his 

methodological choices. 

The lasting power of The Nazi Seizure of Power and All God’s Dangers suggests 

that they have something in common beyond the anomalous use of pseudonyms, and 

that is the willingness of Allen and Rosengarten to borrow from other scholarly 

disciplines and literary forms. These writers learned from sociologists Robert and Helen 

Merrell Lynd, from anthropologists Marcel Griaule and Oscar Lewis, and from 

novelists Hans Fallada and William Faulkner. Historians are right to shy away from the 

false, and to adopt pseudonyms only when they must. But they may want to recall that 

other disciplines adopt pseudonyms not just for privacy, but in an effort to go beyond 

the particulars of one individual or place. Perhaps historians can likewise use a bit of the 

‘generic and symbolic’ truth that Lerner found in Middletown. Or, better still, they can 

heed the advice that Faulkner, the creator of  Yoknapatawpha County, gave on 

accepting the Nobel Prize in Literature. Write about ‘the old universal truths lacking 

which any story is ephemeral and doomed – love and honor and pity and pride and 

compassion and sacrifice,’ Faulkner charged us. ‘The poet’s, the writer’s, duty is to 

write about these things.’98  
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