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Introduction

“Call Howard Morgan to the Stand”

FOURTEEN-YEAR-OLD Howard Morgan was not used to wearing a tie. That morning, he had struggled in front of the bathroom mirror to get the thin strand knotted properly under his stiff collar. Now, as he walked to the front of the courtroom, the tie had slewed around until it was almost under one ear. Too late to fix it. The Rhea County Courthouse was jammed with hundreds of spectators—standing room only—and every eye was aimed at him.

Everyone in the courthouse was dripping with sweat. The July afternoon was hot and humid, and the temperature in the building was well over ninety degrees. Howard took his seat on the carved wooden chair high on a platform and clutched the armrests.

The judge and a dozen lawyers clustered at the front of the packed courtroom. Most of the lawyers were strangers to Howard, but he recognized William Jennings Bryan, one of the most famous men in America. Howard had seen his picture often enough in the papers, since Bryan had run for president three times. Mr. Bryan was waving a palm-leaf fan in front of his face, which was red with heat. Howard also recognized the defense lawyer, Clarence Darrow. Mr. Darrow, like most of the lawyers, had removed his jacket because of the sweltering temperature, and he grinned as he flaunted bright purple suspenders. And Mr. Scopes, one of Howard’s favorite teachers at the high school, was there in the front of the room, sitting at a long table and watching quietly.

A shiny microphone was just inches away from Howard’s seat on the witness platform. Wires snaked through the courthouse, winding along the floor and dangling from the rafters. Radio announcers and reporters were waiting eagerly to hear what he would say. Howard fidgeted on the hard wooden seat as Tom Stewart, the prosecutor, approached.

The first question was easy:

Your name is Howard Morgan?

Howard answered in a clear, high-pitched voice: Yes, sir.

You are Mr. Luke Morgan’s son?

Yes, sir.

Your father is in the bank here, Dayton Bank and Trust company?

Yes, sir.

The prosecutor held up a scuffed green-covered book Howard recognized: Hunter’s Civic Biology.

Were you studying that book in April of this year, Howard?

Yes, sir.

Did Professor Scopes teach it to you?

Howard replied in almost a whisper. Yes, sir.

Then came the all-important question, the one Howard was waiting for. State in your own words, Howard, what he taught you.

Howard knew the answer, almost as well as he knew his own name. He had rehearsed it often enough. Mr. Scopes himself had coached him thoroughly, preparing him for this cross-examination as though it were just another biology test.

Howard took a deep breath and spoke clearly. “He said that the earth was once a hot molten mass too hot for plant or animal life to exist upon it; in the sea the earth cooled off; there was a little germ of one-cell organism formed, and this organism kept evolving until it got to be a pretty good-sized animal, and then came on to be a land animal and it kept on evolving, and from this was man.”

The prosecutor gave a satisfied nod. Howard’s testimony had removed all doubt—he was an eyewitness. Mr. Scopes had committed the crime of teaching Darwin’s theory of evolution in the classroom of a Tennessee public school.
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Howard Morgan was an eyewitness to the crime.




Chapter One

“John, Would You Be Willing to Stand for a Test Case?”

THREE MONTHS BEFORE the trial that would bitterly divide the nation, a group of students took their seats in Mr. Scopes’s classroom. They expected that this would be just another high school biology class. No one had any idea that this spring day would go down in history.

Dayton, Tennessee, was a quiet town of comfortable homes on tree-lined streets. Rhea Central High School was one of the county’s newest buildings, a two-story square of brick on the edge of town, surrounded by rolling hills and farmland. It was a pleasant morning in April 1925, the weather already warm and humid as the school day began. The students sat in rows at their wooden desks in a stuffy classroom. The teacher, a young man with spectacles and sandy hair, took his place in front of the room as the students obediently opened their textbooks to review for their upcoming biology exam. But no one was paying much attention as he began to read. After all, their regular teacher was out for the day. Mr. Scopes was just a sub.
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John Scopes was a popular teacher and coached the Dayton high school football team to the playoffs.

John Scopes was a newcomer—he had lived in Dayton for less than a year. So far he had only taught physics, as well as being a part-time coach. He was younger than the other teachers, only twenty-four, so he could run around on the football field as fast as the high school athletes he was coaching. A small, slender man, he was often described as quiet and unassuming.

Howard Morgan, senior Bud Shelton, and other students sat at their desks, listening (or not) as their teacher droned on. But what did John Scopes teach on that sleepy spring morning that got him arrested, launched him into international fame, and forever changed his life?

Later, no one could remember exactly what the lesson involved—not the students, not Mr. Scopes himself. Even the exact date was debated—some said April 21 and others remembered it as April 23. All they knew was that he had read to them out of their usual textbook. Hunter’s Civic Biology had a section on evolution, which explained what Howard later testified in court—that humans had evolved from one-celled organisms.

The concept of evolution was often referred to as Darwinism after Charles Darwin, a British scientist who had died almost fifty years earlier. Darwin had spent decades formulating his Theory of Evolution: that all living things had developed, over immense periods of time, from simpler life-forms. Darwin included people in his theory, explaining that humans had evolved from the same family tree as apes.

Darwin’s book On the Origin of Species was an immediate bestseller when it was published in 1859. His work gave scientists a whole new way to study living organisms and became the basis of modern biology. But many devout Christians were deeply disturbed by Darwin’s ideas. Evolution seemed to contradict the Bible, which described how God had miraculously created all living things in six days.

Some Christians felt that the biblical account meant that all species were perfect as God first created them, so that while a species might go extinct, it could never change. Therefore, new species could not evolve. And, according to the Bible, “man” was a special being, placed by God in charge of all other life on earth. But Darwin’s theory of evolution meant that humans were just one species out of millions.
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WHAT IS EVOLUTION?

CHARLES DARWIN was a nineteenth-century British scientist who spent decades carefully observing plants and animals to develop his Theory of Evolution. He described the concept of natural selection, in which traits that help an organism survive may be passed down to its young. For example, as he studied finches, he noticed that species of these small birds looked very similar—except for differently shaped beaks.

Darwin wondered if all these types of finches might once have been a single species that had split into several different species. (A species is a population of animals that does not usually interbreed and cannot produce fertile young.)

Let’s say a particular finch has an extra-strong beak that lets it crack hard-shelled seeds. This bird would be able to get more food than other finches, and so would likely survive better and produce more babies. And some of the young birds might inherit that strong beak. Meanwhile, finches that have differently shaped beaks might be better at sipping nectar, or catching insects. After long ages of time, one species of finch could evolve into different species.
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At first, interest in this complex topic was mostly confined to scientists, college professors, and members of the clergy. There wasn’t a lot of controversy over whether to teach Darwinism in American high schools—because there weren’t many high schools. In the early 1900s, almost all students in the United States finished their education by the fifth or sixth grade. But in the rush of prosperity after the end of World War I, communities began to fund public high schools. In Tennessee, as in all southern states, schools were segregated by law, and there were only a few high schools for Black students. But by 1925, most high schools for white students, like the one in Dayton, were beginning to teach sciences: chemistry, physics, biology.

As more students started coming home from school with new ideas of science, some parents got worried. If youngsters began to question the Bible, where would it stop? Fundamentalist Christians began a national crusade to oust Charles Darwin’s theories from America’s classrooms. Soon, a dozen states were considering anti-evolution legislation.

In January of 1925, John Butler, a devout Christian member of the Tennessee state legislature, proposed a bill that would make it illegal to “teach any theory that denies the story of the Divine Creation of man as taught in the Bible.”

While state senators debated the Butler Act, the citizens of Tennessee weighed in. Letters criticizing or praising the new law appeared in newspapers. Sermons were preached both for and against it. The bill was signed into law by the governor on March 21, 1925.

However, the Butler Act hadn’t generated a huge amount of publicity. Evolution was not yet a household word across America, not even in Tennessee. The Butler Act was only a month old when Mr. Scopes read aloud from Civic Biology on that April morning. At the time, none of the students noticed anything out of the ordinary—there were no raised eyebrows, no gasps of horror. After school, the Dayton students went home and forgot about Mr. Scopes’s lesson. So did John Scopes.

It wasn’t until a few weeks later, in early May, that he received a message urging him to hurry over to Robinson’s Drug Store, where a group of local business owners were about to ask him the most important question of his life.

SCHOOL WAS OUT, and it was time to play. John Scopes was enjoying the early start of summer vacation—schools in rural areas often closed at the end of April so that kids who lived on farms could help with the spring chores. He was relaxing as he often did, by challenging a couple of his students to a brisk game of tennis.

They were volleying back and forth on a weedy clay court at the town park. The morning sun was hot, and they’d worked up a good sweat. But the game was abruptly interrupted by a boy, who called, “Mr. Scopes? Mr. Robinson says, if it’s convenient, for you to come down to the drugstore.”
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Automobiles were replacing horses on Dayton’s streets.

The message didn’t sound very urgent, so John took time to finish the tennis game. Then he strolled into town, wondering what on earth it was all about.

It was a short, pleasant walk along shady streets. Most Dayton roads were still dirt lanes, although Main Street had recently been paved. Many of the citizens had given up horse-drawn buggies and learned to drive cars, and the town speed limit was twelve miles per hour.

There were more than a dozen churches, and most Daytonites went to church every Sunday, including John Scopes. Dayton was the local shopping headquarters for Rhea County, and John walked past feed stores and hardware stores as well as a movie theater and a big hotel.

But not all was well with Dayton. It was a place that was shrinking, not growing. The town had once been a thriving commercial center, powered by coal mines and an iron industry. But a series of accidents and explosions had crippled the mines and shut down most of the factories. The population was dwindling as young people left to find jobs in larger cities. Stores, hotels, and other businesses were struggling. The economy of Dayton was in trouble.
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Churches were a major part of social life in Dayton. John Scopes loved church picnics and ice cream socials.

And a young, hustling businessman named George Rappleyea was determined to do something about it.

Earlier that May morning, Rappleyea had read an article in the local paper that gave him an intriguing idea. He hurried downtown to talk with other businessmen at their usual meeting place: F. E. Robinson’s Drug Store.

Doc Robinson’s store was much more than a pharmacy. In addition to aspirin, Pepto-Bismol, and other remedies, Robinson’s sold newspapers, books, candy bars, and just about everything else. Like most drugstores in those days, it was also a restaurant, a teen hangout, and ladies’ social club. Small tables dotted the store where customers could enjoy an ice cream sundae or a Coca-Cola. The town’s leaders met there to discuss important issues over sodas and cigarettes (smoking was legal everywhere, and most men smoked cigarettes or pipes).
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Doc Robinson’s drugstore was Dayton’s unofficial town hall.

There would later be several versions of how the famous “Monkey Trial” got started. Rappleyea and others would often reenact their historic meeting in the drugstore, posing for commemorative photographs. As the drugstore owner remembered, George Rappleyea burst into the store waving a newspaper and said, “Mr. Robinson, you . . . are always looking for something that will get Dayton a little publicity. I wonder if you have seen the morning paper?” He pointed to an article stating that the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) would pay the expenses of any teacher willing to challenge the new anti-evolution law.

The ACLU was a not-for-profit organization formed to defend the rights guaranteed to United States citizens by the Constitution. They saw the Butler Act as a threat to one of the most cherished rights of Americans: freedom of speech. But to challenge the anti-evolution law, the ACLU lawyers first needed someone to break it. Newspapers across the country carried the article saying the organization was looking for a teacher who would be willing to serve as a test case.

“Distinguished counsel [lawyers] have volunteered their services,” Rappleyea read out loud. “All we need now is a willing client.”

Like many citizens of Dayton, George Rappleyea wasn’t in favor of the anti-evolution law—in fact, he had written to the newspapers protesting it. But he also saw a golden opportunity to focus a national spotlight on his town. He realized that a trial on this explosive issue could put Dayton on the map. Not to mention that it would bring in business! Tourists, he hoped, would flock to Dayton to see the trial and spend money in hotels, stores, and restaurants.

Walter White, the school superintendent, stopped by the drugstore for a soda. He was quickly converted to the idea, as were two local lawyers. Then one of the lawyers, Sue Hicks (his unusual name came from his mother), suggested they talk with his friend John Scopes, who was a science teacher.

When John arrived at the drugstore, the group sat down at one of the little round tables in back. Scents of mint and chocolate drifted agreeably from the nearby soda fountain. Hot and thirsty, John was thoughtfully provided with a free soda by Doc Robinson.

“John, we’ve been arguing,” George Rappleyea told him. “And I said that nobody could teach biology without teaching evolution.”

“That’s right,” the teacher agreed, sipping his soda and wondering where this was leading. He grabbed a textbook off a nearby shelf (Robinson’s sold textbooks as well as everything else). Opening to the pages that explained evolution, he showed it to the assembled men.
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The original group that planned the arrest met several times to take carefully staged photographs recreating the event. Actually, John had just come from a sweaty game of tennis, and everyone was most likely smoking and sipping sodas.

“You’ve been teaching ’em this book?” George Rappleyea asked, making sure of the facts. Scopes nodded.

“Then you’ve been violating the law!” Rappleyea exclaimed triumphantly, handing John the newspaper article. Then he asked, “John, would you be willing to stand for a test case?”

Suddenly, John Scopes was faced with a life-changing decision.
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