
Nearly 50 years after the Civil War ended, the murder of Mary Phagan highlights the 

continuing discord between North and South. The ensuing investigation and eventual 

arrest, trial, and lynching of Leo Frank have continued as a major landmark in 20 th 

Century law. Written by Elaine Marie Alphin and published by Carolrhoda Books, a 

division of Learning Publishing Group, An Unspeakable Crime: The Prosecution and 

Persecution of Leo Frank recounts the compelling case of Mary Phagan’s murder and 

Leo Frank’s controversial trial, which led to the founding of the Anti-Defamation 

League and the unfortunate rebirth of the modern Ku Klux Klan. 

 

Thirteen year-old Mary Phagan left her house on Saturday, planning to attend the 

Confederate Memorial Day parade. But first Mary wanted to stop by the National 

Pencil Company to pick up her pay. Around noon, she crossed beneath the granite 

façade of the building to enter the factory. Mary Phagan never left the building alive, 

and the superintendent of the company, Leo Frank, was blamed for her murder. 

 

Spurred on by the media frenzy and prejudices of the time, the detectives made Frank, 

who was both a northerner and a Jew, their prime suspect. The prosecution of Leo 

Frank was front-page news for two years, and Frank’s lynching is still one of the most 

controversial incidents of the 20th century. It marks a turning point in the history of 

racial and religious hatred in America.  

 

Through bibliographical references and primary source quotations and photographs, 

Elaine Marie Alphin captures the intense emotions of the case—indestructible love, 

savage retribution, and unwavering courage.  In a book where teenagers play a 

significant role, An Unspeakable Crime asks readers to explore the fine line between 

right and wrong. 

 

Visit www.lernerbooks.com/anunspeakablecrime for a free discussion guide, 

downloads, and to watch a video from author Elaine Marie Alphin. 
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