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The polerigetion of Americen society in the 1920°'s wes sym-
belized by such well-known events or phenomens es the Red Scere,
the Scopes Triel, the Secco-Venzetti triel, prohibition, immigrstior
restriction, end the re-cmergence of the Ku Klux Klen. Another
fevent®, s pymbolic ee any other of the 1920°%s, but never noted in
the generel #ccounts of Americen history, wes the 1926 confrontetion
between the enti-vice Wetch end Werd Society of Boston end H,L,

Iiencken of Beltimore.

In the United Stetes in 1925, “Puritenien™ wee olive ond well,
but on the defensive #grinst o veriety of libereting forces. In
Boston, "Furitenism® wos plive #né well, period, end the repressive

natitution thet opprered most secure there wes censorship (e
practiced by the Weteh end Vierd Society)s The most constent opponent
of “Puritenism" during these yeers wes the irrepressible H,L. llenclken
cereylet, journelist, sociel critic, literery critic, philologist,
ond cditor of the intellectuerlly ebresive Amcricen licrcury megszine.

lenclken coneidered o111 inhibitions Puritenicel #nd cvil. He op-
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posed eny groun orv person thet ettempted to regulete the privete
behavior of others or sttempted to suppress the non-violent sclf-
cxpresaion of enyone. Ile cxpresced his opposition, verbelly end in
his megezine, with ¢ estiric, bitter, often insulting, end elweys
incigive, wit. In o lctter to o friend, Mencken wrote thet he be-
lieved in only one thing: liberty. But he would not heve even
liberty foirced udnon ?nyono.2 With such & liherterien ettitude,
Iieneken would certeinly opnose eny ciforts to restrein or suporess
his own right of sclf-cxpression, In Anril of 1626, the Wetch end
Werd Socicty took ection thet threetened the free dictribution end
continued publicetion of the Amcricen licrcury. This sction wes
chellenged by IMenclken end the up--chot wep ¢ highly publicized ob-
seenity triel - o lendmerk in the history of censorchip in the
United Stotes.

The Wetch end Werd Socicty, which, by the 1920%s, hed enjoycd
fifty ycers oi nmublic ecceptence end eftretegic fuccess in cenforing
“obacence™ books, wee not cimply o wetch-dog orgenizetion thet might

pregsure the strte governuent into enforeing or strengthening
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existing obscenity stetutes.s It wes an extre=legel, unofficisrl
orgenizetion whore sctivities were unchellenged by eny other group
or person in llesgechusetts, The Wetch and Werd wes directly re-
sponfible for the suppression of books by Welt Whitmen, Aldous
“mxley, Sincleir Lewis, Theecdorc Dricser, Ernest Hemingwey, Upton
Sincleir, H.G, Wells, John Dos Pessos, end Sherwood Andcrson. Fron
415 to 1926 es meny ee sixty books o year, 80ld clsewhere, were
neveileble in Messechusctts! bookstores beceuse of Weteh end Werd
cressure, This siturtion cerncd Boston the reputetion sa the
greetect center of literery suppresesion in the United bhrt@s.3

The Society's director, J. Frenklin Chpsc,4 described his func-
tion #a ‘ipreventive criticism.” This involved the receding ond the
eveluetion of new novels snd megezines, If en item wee determined
acceptable, it could be sold without feer of prosccution. If not,
2il leepachusetts bookstores #nd newsdcelers werc so notified end
enyone selling the condemncd book or megezince efter forty—-cight
hours hed clepsed wee lieble to prosccution initieted by the Wsatch

end Werd Socictye.

In Merch of 192G Chegc declered thet the April issuc of the
Amcricen Mercury wes “objectionsble." Cheee hed been weiting for
en excusc to etteck the Mercury end chore en srticle by Herbert
Asbury, "Hetreck,” an eccount of e prostitute's sorry life in e
smell tovm in rurel Missouri, #& the pretext for his oction. The
HMercury hed- elreedy printed thrcee srticles thet were dirccetly of--
feheive, if not insulting, to the Mcthodist rcligion, to the Wetch
end Werd Socicty, to Chesc himeself, end to the cntirc Bostton com=
mmity. : The firet, "Arsenesls of Hotred,® eccusted religious funde~
mentelism in generel end llethodism in perticuler, of cncoureging
enti-rociel ettitudes smmong their followerss A few months letex the
megezine printed en esrlicr Asbury erticle, “Un from liethodism,™ &
iacmoir of e Methodist childhood, thet hed 1lcft him “full of contempt
for thc church, and disgust for the forms of rcligion."6' These
vere Tollowed by AeLee Wood's "Kecping the Puritens Pure,” sn ex-
posc of the Wetch end Werd's censorship methods. ! The finel insult
wee Cherles Angoff's vicious ceesey, "Boston Twilight." Angoff
deseribed Borton et once the Athens of Amcrice, now overrun by
"louts, fekcg, end rogues," with & populecc too illiterate to under-
stend or spnreeciete the litersture of & Thcodore Drieser or o Jemes
Brench Cebell (suthors of books benned in Boston), end with “en
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orgenizetion of smut hounds...who sece to it thet Boston is kept in
the gutter.,” Angoff further effronted the city by celling it the
“gerbage cen of Americen journelism,” end describing ite religious
etmosphere as “foul with the bawling of Fundementelists, theomo=
phiste, metenhysical healers and other such quecka.™  He then ripped
into the Irish, Vlleny reesons heve been given for the collespe of
Panton culture,” end, continucé Angoff, “en obvious receson is the
invesion of the town by such immigrent morons,® The Irish clected
lugh O0'Brien meyor in 1804 - “Borton died thet dey," wrote Angoff,
end “the Reneiwmsence of Boston will not teke plece until these ber-
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ariens ore cxltermineted, ©

The generel sicorn thet lienclken end his megezine continuously
dirceted @t the velues thet most Americens ¢till cheriched, mede him
& priwmery terget, for the "Puritena®™ of the 1920°s, snd cspeccially
for the ineulted, but very self-sssurcd “Puritens”™ of Boston. They
thought of licncken e og enti-Christ., Somconce like J.Frenklin Chogce
could believe with complete certeinty thet o bettle between himself

end licncken wea o Dbettle between Good end Lvil,

On Merch 8, 1926, Chese notified the New Bnglend News Compeny
thet beceusc of the "Hetreck®™ srticle, the sele of the April issue
of the Americen Mercury would constitute grounds Ffor legel esction.
Apperently, Mencken wee initielly content to dismiss Chese's ection
with o verbel bleet, but efter some reflection he consulted with
his publisher, Alfred Knopf, ond with hisg busincss meneger, Semucl
Knopf (Alfred's frther), end together they sought legel counsel
from Arthur Gerfield Hoys, liencken hed been impressed by Heye!
performence en o defenee lewyer ot the Scopes triel & fow monthe
eorlicer.e Heye urged o dircet confrontetion with the Weatch end Wexd
socicty which would involve the deliberete sele, by Mencken, of &
copy oxX the outlewed nmegezince dircetly to Chesc. liencken, free of
Tenily rceeponsibility sincc the receont desth of his mother, wesn
willing to risk the jeil sentence he could receive if found guiltye.
He wented nublicity, co he invited Chese to meke the purchece on the
Bostton Common, et the Brimstone Coimer, April 5, 1926, &t tvwo p.m,.
Mencken cxpeeted immediete srreet. Heys plenncd to eppeel the
errcet, enticipeted lowing in Docton, but hoped +to win en eppeel to
& Federel court. Heys deecided to erguc thet Chesc's sction egeinet
the licrcury wee not besed on exieting obscenity stetutes, but wese
2 non-legel ottemnt to gein nersonsl revenge. liencken hed expreesed

o
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this point seversl deys before the trial: "Obviously,” he wrote to
AoLla3. Wood, "Chesce is sccking revenge for your operetion on him...
Confidentielly wc hope to show melice in his ection.” liencken also
intended to meke it clear thet he wented to test the lew, not defy
34,7

The press hed been informed of the liencken-Chese meceting end
were weiting ot the Coumon elong with @ crowd of over onc thousend
curious on-~lookcrs, It took Chesc over fifteen minutes to meke his
wey through the expecteont mob end give Mencken o eilver helf doller
for the April issuc of the Amcricen lMercury. HMencken eccepted the
coin and with his mervelous mense of humor snd of the ridiculous,
pleced it between his teeth end bit dovwn herd. Chesc then ordered
llencken errested for violeting Chepter 272, scction 28, of the
Public Generel Lews; “posscesing sand sclling obscenc 1iterature, 10
The triel wes ect for the next morning. The presiding judge would
deecide if "Hetreck™ violeted liessechusctts obscenity stetutess
epccificelly, if it conteined metter (even one word) celculeted to
“corrupt the morels of the young.“ll licncken end Hays expccted to
lose the cesece Never hed e IHunicipel Court Judge found e Wetch end
Werd defendent not guilty. The district ettorncy, Thomes O0'Bricn,
“wag rebid on the censorship question® and hed ectuelly thretcenced
to peck the jury sgeinst Mcencken. Finelly, the judge scheduled to
preeide wes consrideored & worm friend of the Wetch snd Werd Socicty. Ll

But, on the morning of the triel, luck stepped into history.
The ceae hed heen moved to the celender of the Honoreble Jemes
Parmenter, onc of the fow Boston megistreten with e "liberel" rep-
utations The shift occurrecd, eppercntly, beceuse lencken'st lewycrs

were lete reeching the courtroomn.

During the triel Mencken ergucd thet he never published obscene
meteriel. Hie purposce in coming to Boston wes not to defend the
morsl stenderd of hist megezinc, but to defend his reputetion end
property egeinst the illegel ectionst of J. Frenklin Cheese. Hoys
prescnted e plee for freecdom of the press end then ecked Judge
Permentcr to reed the srticle "Hetreck.,® The judge ennounced thet
he would reed 1t thet cvening end pronounce his decision the next
morning, boecd on whether or not the srticle tended to corrupt the

morels of the youth of Messechusctta,

The Socicty #nd Cheee hed never expccted such a trisl. For
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Americen Mercury end to obtein $50,000 in demegea., The injunction
wes susteined on April 14th. The scquittel end the injunction
conftituted the firat setbeck the Wetch end Werd Society hed ever
received end merked the beginning of ite gredusl decline., The
Boston Brehming, the Watch snd Werd's treditionel source of finenciel
gupport end =sociel respectability,15 were eapecislly irriteted by
the outcome of the "Hotreck" cese, They considered Chese the per-
petretor of & vulger sideshow end blemed him for the entire fiesco.
Ag Chese beeceme & humilisted figure, Mencken beceme en internetione:
gymbol of free speech.16 To chellenge, expose, snd defeet the Boston
censors, rcquired only H.L. Mencken's coursge (or perversity); ond,
e bit of unforcseen luck - the ewitch to Judge Permenter's celender,
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FOOTINOIES

1. To understornd the use of the term “Puriteniem® within the
context of the 1920°'s;, sice Frederick Jo. Hoffmen, "Philistine end
Puriten in the 1920°'s," The Americen Querterly, 1 (Pell, 1949),-
Ppe 247~263, Tor o gencrel eccount of lMencken end his megezinc,
sce Douglest C, Stenncrson, HeL. Mencken: Iconoclest from Beltimore
(Chicego, University of Chicego Press, 1971), pp. 3-33, @ chepter
entitled “liencken ond The Americen Mercury, 1924--1926,% thet docs
not discuss the "Hetreck"™ epicode.

2. HoL. liencken to Ernest Boyd, August 30, 1925, in Letters

Qf . Hala licneken,. scleeted end snnoteted by Guy J. Forgue, (New York,
Knopf, 1961), p. 281.

3. Poul 5. Boycr, Puritly in Print: The Vicc-Socicty lovement
#nd Book Censorship in Amcrice (New York, scribmers, 1960), pe 1713
ond A,L.5, Wood, "Keeping the Puriten Pure,® The Americen Mercury,
6 (September, 1925), pe 25, from on intervicw with the Director of
the Wetch end Werd Socicty in the letter's Boston office.

4. Jeson Frenklin Chese (1872-1926). Born in Boston, cduceted
ot Weelyen end Boston University. A precticing minister from 1900~
1907, then, o full-time cexeccutive member of the Wetch end Word
society. Appointed o8 delegete to the Internetionsl Purity Feder-—
etion by Woodrow Wilson in 1913. Active sgeinet "dope troffic™ end
“white slevery movement.® Author of The Dope Evil (1912) end The
Firet Corps of Morsl Engincers (1917). Who's Who in Amcxice: 139206~
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1927 (Mercuis & Coly 1926), o 444.

5« Duncen Aiken, “"Arecnels of Hetred,® The Americen licrcury,
3 (October, 1$24), pp. 129-136.

6o Herbert Aghury, “Up from Methodisrm,"™ The Americen licrcury.,
4 (TPebruery, 1925), pp. 129-135.

Te Ay L. S. Wood, op. cit., 74-T8.

0o Chorles Angoff, "Boston Twilight,® The Americen liercury, 6
(December, 1925), ppe 439-444. Angoff wee o close iriend snd busi-
neas sagociate of Mencken's, This orticle reflects the elitiet
philosophy cullcd by ilcncken Ffrom the writings of Fricdrich
Nictzsche.

9. H., L, Mencken to A. L. S, Wood, April 2, 1926, in Letters

of H, L. Mencken, ope. ¢ite, p. 290; encé Arthur Gerfield Heys, Let
Ircedom Ring (New York, Iiveright, 1937), p. 16C.

10. #illiem lienchester, H. T, MNenclens Dicturber of the Perce
(New York, Collier, 1$50), p. 223; New York Times, April 6, 1926,
ps 31l; Hextford Courent, April 6, 1926, p. 1l; #nd other mejor
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11. Boston Lvening-Trenscript, April 5, 1926, pe 1; Deily
Hempshire Gozette (Clorthempton, Mess,), April 6, 1926, p. 1; New
York Timcs, April 7, 1926, . 25: ond Heys, Let Frecdom Ring, op.
cite, De 169,
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12. Boyer, Purity in Print: The Vicc-Society Movement #nd Book

Censorship in Americe, op. cit., p. L(o; Heys, Lt Freodom Ning,

0P« Citay DPa 169; ond Edger Kemler, The Irreverent lir, lencken
(Boston, Little, Brown #nd Compeny, 1950), p. 194.

13. Cerl Bode, licncken (Cerbondelec, Ill., Southern Illinois
University Press, 1969), p. 274; ond Menchester, H. T, licckens
Digturber of the Fenoe, op. cit., pp. 235-236.

14, Until the 1933 Ulysscs decision rejeccted it, United Stetes
courts continued to use the Hicklin rule in obeccnity cesco -
"vhether the tendency of the metter cherged os obscenity is to de-
preve #nd corrupt those whose minds sore open to such influences,
end into whose hrnds o publicetion of this sort mey foll.® (Lord
Chief Justice Sir Alexender Jemes Ldmund Cockburn in The Queen ve.

Hicklin, L.R. 3 Q.B. 360, 1860). Reprinted in Censorship Lendmerics
caited by Ldwerd De Gregzie, (New York, Bowker Compeny, 1969), pp.
5-11l. Judge Parmentcr would heve presented his decision with this

rule in mind.

15, The Wetch end Werd hed elweys hed ot leost terecit support
from two importent eclcments of the Boston communitys the upper-cleas
Brehmins ( the Socicty's letter-heed listed the nemes of such
worthics &g Cherles %, Eliot, the former president of Herverd; the
Reverend Endicott Peebody, heedmeater of the Groton School; God-
frey Lowell Cebot, millionsire menufecturer snd philenthropist; ond
others such as Amce, Bowditch, Lowcll, Quincy, Wigglcsworth, Long-
fellovw, end Coolidge of the Boston Coolidgesg end the lower-—cless
Irigh who were orgenized for morel support by the pre—-dominently
Irish, Boston clergy. Sce As L. 8. Wood, "Keening the Puritens
Pure,”™ op. cit., p. 76; oncé Bode, Mcncken, op. cit., p. 270.

16. In Novenber of the seme yeor, Chosc died from pnecumonie end
pulmonery complicetions, DLerlier in the seme yeor snothor repre-
sentetive if the oléd order, Williem Jennings Bryen, hed dicd ofter
o eimiler symbolic confrontetion with snother reprencntetive ol the
libersting forces, Cleorencc Derrow (with licncken most prominent in
the jeering gellery). When lencken wegs osked obout Chese’s deeth,
he replied "We killed him.® In retrospeet Mencken wrote "His dceoth
did not greetly surprisc liC.e...onc of my supcrstitions is to the
effect thet men vho met out to do me c¢vil not infrequently dic
Nty bel (Quoted in Kemler, The Irreverent Lx. lMencken, op. cit.,
ne 214]).

17. The Boston Divening-Trenscript, April 6, 1926, p. 1, reported
thet the switeh to Judge Perucnter’s celendsr occurred “becouse of
en eapecielly long list of drunke on the celender of the ascheduled
judge.™ o other sourcc gives this reeson for the chenges I the
Bog¢ton neper is corrcet, it ic most proper thet the demon rwa, which
never hed @ better friend during prohibition then H., L. kencken,
chould heve come to the cditor's rescuc,



