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LAW DOGS  |  Betty Bean

Richard Krieg and 
his midnight raid

Richard Krieg was 
a 22-year-old law stu-
dent when he became the 
youngest member ever 
elected to the Tennessee 
House of Representatives.

“I was elected in the fall 
of 1968 when the voting 
age was still 21, 
and I do hold the 
distinction that 
the first time I 
was eligible to 
vote, I voted for 
myself,” he said.

Krieg served 
two terms be-
fore deciding to 
retire from poli-
tics and devote 
his full atten-
tion to his f ledg-
ling law prac-
tice. Today he 
is a shareholder 
in Lewis King 
Krieg and Wal-
drop. He served 
for 21 years on 
the Knoxville 
Airport Author-
ity, which he 
also chaired.

His most public action 
as a state legislator came 
early in his second term, 
when he led what the 
News Sentinel archive la-
bels “a post-midnight visit 
to overcrowded wards” at 
what was then called East-
ern State Psychiatric Hos-
pital, finding “too little 
staff, too little training, 
and unsanitary and inhu-
mane conditions in aging 
buildings.”

Krieg, who is no lon-
ger active in politics (and 
says he likes it that way), 
chuckles at the descrip-
tion of his “post-mid-

night” raid and says it re-
ally wasn’t that dramatic.

“Back then there were 
two newspapers in town 
– the Knoxville Journal, 
which was a Republican 
paper, and the News-Sen-
tinel, which was an eve-

ning paper. If one news-
paper took a position, the 
other would take the op-
posite position.

“So I’m a freshman 
legislator in a House of 
Representatives that has 
49 Democrats, 49 Repub-
licans and one Indepen-
dent, and during my first 
term in office, I received 
several calls from a person 
who lived in my district 
who was a nurse at East-
ern State, telling me how 
bad the conditions were 
there. But being new, and 
learning the ropes, I put 
her off.

“Fortunately, she was 
persistent, and she finally 
got me to agree to come 
and see what she was com-
plaining about. This was 
in the days before there 
were laws protecting whis-
tleblowers, and as a state 

e m p l o y e e , 
she was 
terrified. I 
promised I 
would not 
give up my 
source.

“I was 
h o r r i f i e d 
by what I 
saw – cell-
like rooms, 
u n s a n i -
tary condi-
tions, rats 
and mice … 
A l t h o u g h 
there were 
good em-
p l o y e e s 
there, they 
had limited 
r e s o u r c e s 
and support 
from the 

state. After my unofficial 
visit, I met with a number 
of people I trusted and said 
‘You won’t believe it …’

“I made the decision 
that without the media 
reporting it, it would be 
very difficult for me to get 
anything done. Being a 
Republican, my best con-
tacts were with the Jour-
nal, and one of the most 
intimidating things I had 
to do was to go talk to edi-
tor Guy L. Smith.

“I also had some con-
tacts at WBIR-TV, and 
they teamed up with the 
Journal to break this sto-
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ry,” Krieg said. “We went 
at night because my source 
went to work at 11 p.m., 
and I didn’t want to take 
the kind of orchestrated 
tour the administration 
would have arranged.

“In my unsophisticated 
way, I was surprised at the 
way the Sentinel reacted 
– calling it an after-mid-
night raid. That was what 
made the whole thing such 
a controversy. And I was 
there after midnight, that 
is correct.”

The result was a week-
long series of investiga-
tive stories by both the 
Journal and WBIR that 
shocked the establishment 
into action.

Krieg made sure to 
give just-elected Repub-
lican Gov. Winfield Dunn 
a courtesy heads-up be-
fore the story broke, and 
he recalls Dunn being 
surprised, concerned and 
grateful for the advance 
notice.

“Naturally, I think he 
was cautious because he 
was new to office. He ap-
pointed a commission of 
people within his admin-
istration to look into it, 
and he was thankful that 
the abuses didn’t occur 
on his watch. They made 

wholesale changes in lead-
ership, cleaned the place 
up, and put a greater em-
phasis on mental health 
care facilities and improv-
ing the program.

“My tenure in the leg-
islature ended in 1972 
when I did not run for re-
election. I’ll take credit 
for talking my campaign 
supporter Ben Atchley 
into running. And at that 
point, at 25, I was becom-
ing a has-been.”

Despite leaving office, 
Krieg has stayed keen-
ly interested in mental 

health issues, and says he 
is following the aftermath 
of Gov. Bill Haslam’s clos-
ing Lakeshore.

“I personally know sev-
eral dedicated profession-
als who spent a career 
working out there whose 
jobs ended, and they 
have great concerns over 
whether the needs of the 
patients are being met,” 
he said. “And I can see 
why, from the numbers of 
homeless people and the 
numbers of people who 
need services and are not 
getting them.”
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