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Outside the open door to the Dayton, Tennessee, courtroom where a zealous William Jennings 
Bryan was delivering an impassioned speech to the jury, a well-dressed monkey, complete 
with top hat and bow tie, commented, “Maybe Darwin was wrong, but that guy argues ex-
actly like my uncle Jim Panzy!”1 Much like he was depicted in this editorial cartoon published 
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 1. “Inadmissable [sic] Evidence,” Topeka Daily Capital, July 21, 1925. 
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2. In February 2007 the Kansas Board of Education adopted new stan-
dards for science education in the state. Beginning in 2008 evolution will 
once again be taught as scientifi c theory supported by research.
    3. Although the Chicago-based WGN provided live radio coverage of 
the trial, newspapers remained the principal medium of communicating 

the events of the trial nationwide. Unfortunately, no records for the WGN 
radio broadcast exist because the technology necessary for recording live 
radio transmissions had not yet been developed. Howard W. Odum, “Ed-
itorial Notes: The Duel to the Death,” Social Forces 4 (September 1925): 
190; Edward J. Larson, Summer for the Gods: The Scopes Trial and America’s 
Continuing Debate Over Science and Religion (New York: Basic Books, 1997), 
202–203.
    4. See, for example, Larson, Summer for the Gods; Ray Ginger, Six Days 
or Forever?: Tennessee v. John Thomas Scopes (New York: New American Li-
brary, 1960); Jerry R. Tompkins, ed., D-Days at Dayton: Refl ections on the 
Scopes Trial (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1965); John 
Scopes and James Presley, Center of the Storm: Memoirs of John T. Scopes 

by the Topeka Daily Capital, Bryan became a popu-
lar object of nationwide editorial criticism for his 
role in the well-publicized 1925 Scopes trial. Such 
disparagement of Bryan, however, was only one 
of many trial-related issues discussed by the Capi-
tal and other newspapers across the United States. 
Articles, editorials, cartoons, and published letters 
to the editor commented on the proceedings of the 
trial, the theories of evolution and creation, pub-
lic education, the struggle between fundamental-
ism and modernism, majoritarian democracy, and 
even the media circus that catapulted the small 
town of Dayton to national fame. Whether the at-
tention received was positive or negative, the trial 
and the issues it raised became the talk of America 
for more than two weeks in July 1925. 

Eighty-two years after the infamous “mon-
key trial,” disputes about evolution con-
tinue to stir heated debate and to spark 

intense controversy. Kansans in particular are no 
strangers to this ongoing religious and scientifi c 
battle. Since 1999, Kansas residents have received 
both ardent praise and bitter criticism for the State 
Board of Education’s revision of state science test-
ing standards that removed the teaching of evolu-
tionary theory from the required school curricu-
lum. It comes as no surprise that the Scopes trial 
and its reputation, formed largely by the news 
media, resonates with Kansans today regardless of 
their political and religious convictions. Similar to 
the way in which Kansas’s recent evolution fi ght 
has become a popular topic for political commentators and 
national headlines, the Scopes trial generated an array of 
front-page news stories and editorial-page commentary for 
national and local newspapers.2

 As the primary news medium in 1925, newspapers of-
fered Americans daily descriptions and analyses of the tri-
al’s proceedings. At the time, sociologist Howard W. Odum 
estimated that 2,310 daily newspapers and 13,267 weeklies 
reported on the trial and printed “words in the aggregate 
amounting to three thousand volumes of three hundred or-
dinary pages each.”3 Today, these papers provide historians 

with the best and most representative accounts of reportage 
on and discussion of one of the most signifi cant and widely 
publicized national news stories of the twentieth century. 
Much has been written about what was once called the 
“trial of the century,” and even the media coverage of the 
trial has received scholarly attention.4
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    9. This author notes the concentration of central and eastern Kansas 
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sas newspapers revealed that these papers provided little editorial discus-
sion or local coverage of the case beyond the publication of wire-service 
articles related to the Scopes trial. This reality also supported the selection 
of the Topeka Daily Capital in contrast to the state capital’s other infl uential 
daily publication, the Topeka State Journal.   

Studies of trial-related news content in the nation’s 
leading, mass-circulation newspapers, such as the New York 
Times, the Baltimore Evening Sun, and the Chicago Tribune, 
indicate that papers depicted the trial in a variety of ways: 
a summer’s amusement; a small-town publicity stunt; a 
display of southern ignorance and intolerance; and among 
many other interpretations, a trial of fundamentalist belief. 
But historians agree that hostility toward Bryan emerges as 
the most common and primary theme in the major newspa-
pers. According to historian Robert D. Linder, for example, 
reporters at the trial “went out of their way to cast Bryan 
in the role of an ignorant fanatic and bigot.”5 In directing 
a concerted assault against Bryan’s character and intelli-
gence, however, the national newspapers provided only 
secondary attention to the trial’s other concerns.

S cholars have written extensively on the national 
newspapers’ treatments of the trial. Although these 
studies are not without signifi cant merit, their over-

reliance on national papers to interpret the Scopes case dis-
places the nuance of the trial’s press coverage in states such 
as Kansas. There has been little investigation of how news-
papers with more localized news coverage and smaller au-
dience bases responded to the events in Dayton. Therefore, 
this article moves away from the country’s coasts and met-
ropolitan centers to gauge the opinions of the news media 
in the nation’s “heartland.”6 
 Described in 1910 by historian Carl Becker as “Amer-
ica in microcosm,” Kansas’s idealistic spirit historically has 
lent the state a more visible position in American culture 

than its Midwestern neighbors.7 Previously considered a 
model of Populist ideals and social reforms, by the mid-
1920s, Kansas began to be identifi ed—and vilifi ed—by the 
national media as a rustic commonwealth of puritanical and 
intellectually-backward religious fundamentalists.8 Kan-
sas’s position in the nation as a representative rural state, in 
addition to its religious temperament, makes it a practical 
setting for this study. This article examines how four Kan-
sas newspapers—the Topeka Daily Capital, the Wichita Bea-
con, the Wichita Eagle, and the Emporia Gazette—reported on 
the trial. While Kansas papers showed interest in a variety 
of trial-related subjects, including William Jennings Bryan 
himself, the discussion of issues related to the fundamen-
talist-modernist religious controversy appears as the most 
recurrent theme. Thus, their editorials, cartoons, published 
letters to the editor, and locally written articles reveal sig-
nifi cant variations in Kansans’ religious attitudes during 
the 1920s.

The selection of the Topeka-, Wichita-, and Emporia-
based newspapers stems from each paper’s unique and 
important relationship with the Kansas public. Taken to-
gether, they represented the pulse of the Kansas media in 
1925 and thus are useful case studies for examining the trial 
within the Kansas context.9 As its name indicates, the Topeka 
Daily Capital was published in the center of Kansas govern-
mental power. With its readership including state legisla-
tors and other offi cials as well as the general public, the 
Capital offers an important insight into how Kansans in po-
sitions of authority thought about (or were encouraged to 
think about) the issues of the trial. Published in the state’s 
second largest city at the time, the Wichita Beacon and the 
Wichita Eagle, an evening and a morning paper respectively, 
reached a wide audience and provide key comparisons of 
how papers with the same target reader base responded to 
the trial. Unlike the Beacon, Capital, and Eagle, the Emporia 
Gazette, a hometown newspaper published in the Flint Hills 
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    10. “What’s the Matter With Kansas?,” Emporia Gazette, August 15, 
1896. White commented in his autobiography that Bryan blamed his 1896 
defeat on this editorial. Interestingly, White admitted that he regretted the 
foolishness and impulsiveness he had displayed in scorning Bryan “as 
boy orator.” William Allen White, The Autobiography of William Allen White 
(New York: The Macmillan Company, 1946), 280–283, 285, 509; Sally Fore-
man Griffi th, Home Town News: William Allen White and the Emporia Gazette 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 140. 
    11. It is unlikely that the newspapers singled out the AP reports ac-
cording to some form of editorial bias. They also used the AP most fre-
quently with regard to the selection of news stories on topics unrelated to 
the trial. 

of central Kansas, carries within its articles and opinions 
a unique perspective on the events and meanings of the 
trial. The Gazette received national attention in 1896 when 
its twenty-eight-year-old editor and owner, William Allen 
White, asked, “What’s the Matter With Kansas?” in a scath-
ing editorial directed against Populism and, incidentally, 
Democrat presidential candidate, William Jennings Bryan. 
Newspapers nationwide reprinted the editorial and made 
White the primary spokesman for the Midwest. Because of 
White’s nationally-acclaimed reputation among newspa-
per editors, the Gazette is a practical and necessary addition 
to this study.10

F rom the earliest rumors of a Tennessee “monkey 
trial,” these newspapers followed the develop-
ments of the Scopes case with great intensity and 
interest, giving front-page news space to the trial 

nearly every day during its eleven-day duration in July 
1925. All four papers drew upon the trial’s news coverage 
reported by the major wire services: the Associated Press 
(AP); the International News Service (INS); the United 
News Staff (UNS); and the Central Press Agency (CPA). 
Of these, they most often published articles from the AP, 
which sent more reporters to the trial and produced a larger 
number of articles each day than did the other news agen-
cies.11 Although the Kansas papers relied on secondary trial 
reports for most of their front-page news stories, they did 
not follow the national media’s lead in reporting on and 
interpreting the trial as a public humiliation of Bryan. They 
developed their own opinions about the case’s many issues 
and formed their editorial-page content around a variety of 
trial-related subjects. Whereas the national papers devoted 
considerable space to Bryan’s involvement in the case, the 
Kansas papers concentrated on more substantive issues. 
They were not silent on the issue of Bryan, but in the Kan-
sas newspapers, he often became a catalyst for discussion of 
the larger socio-religious debate developing within Ameri-
can Protestantism. 

In the intellectual and theological battle between the modernists and the 
fundamentalists, each side’s ardent dedication to their convictions fueled 
the intensity of the confl ict. This argument against Modernism portrays 
a modernist preacher attacking all things dear to Fundamentalists. From 
Gerald B. Winrod, Three Modern Evils (Wichita, Kans.: Defender Pub-
lishers, 1934), 20.
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as taught in the Bible, and to teach instead that man has descended from a 
lower order of animals.” Quoted in Jeffrey P. Moran, The Scopes Trial: A Brief 
History with Documents (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2002), 74–75; see also 
“The Tennessee Anti-Evolution Act,” in Tompkins, D-Days at Dayton, 3.

During the summer of 1925, the Scopes trial became 
a signal event in a growing controversy that pitted 
fundamentalists against modernists. According 

to historian George M. Marsden, the fundamentalists ag-
gressively opposed the adaptation of Christian theology to 
modern thought and secular society. They believed in fi ve 
essential doctrines or “fundamentals” of orthodox Chris-
tianity: the inerrancy of the Bible; the Virgin birth; Jesus 
Christ’s substitutionary atonement on the cross; physical 
resurrection; and Christ’s imminent return. Consequently, 
the fundamentalists alleged that biblical criticism, evolu-
tionary theory, and the secularization of Christians’ lives 
challenged the authority and legitimacy of their traditional 
faith. At the other end of the Christian theological spec-
trum, the modernists emphasized the need for Christians 
to demonstrate a more rational faith, as opposed to what 
they considered to be fundamentalism’s outmoded literal 
interpretation of the Bible. Modernists hoped to reconcile 
traditional doctrine with modern scientifi c thought in order 
to preserve Christianity’s staying power in an ever-chang-
ing world. Both sides’ ardent dedication to their convic-
tions fueled the intensity of the confl ict. Indeed, as Marsden 
has noted, they believed that the “battle for the Bible was 

a battle for civilization.”12 Between these two extremes, a 
third group, known as the moderates, championed efforts 
to bridge the divide that separated traditional and modern 
Protestant thought. 

Out of this fundamentalist-modernist debate emerged 
the infl uential and controversial trial of Dayton biology 
teacher John Scopes for the violation of a Tennessee law ban-
ning the teaching of evolution in public schools.13 Disagree-

As the trial seemed to be nearing its conclusion, the long-awaited fi reworks of the trail exploded during Darrow’s unprecedented cross-examination 
of Bryan regarding fundamentalism’s insistence on biblical inerrancy. The questioning lasted for two hours before the judge ended the testimony and 
struck it from the record on the grounds that it was not relevant to the matter at hand.
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   16. Bryan agreed to the cross-examination believing that he would be 
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the Gods, 4. 

   17. Larson, Summer for the Gods, 191–192, 203. 
   18. Bryan’s death from apoplexy fi ve days after the trial prevented 
him from redeeming his stained reputation, and the proximity of his death 
to his public humiliation at the trial linked the two events into a single 
moment for historical and collective memory. As the distorted image of 
fundamentalism persisted, the fundamentalists fell out of power and the 
public eye, losing their hold on Protestant Christianity. In their retreat 
from mainstream culture, however, the fundamentalists built their own 
religious subculture that eventually burgeoned into a successful and vi-
brant political force in the latter half of the twentieth century. Larson, Sum-
mer for the Gods, 199–205; Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, 
231–236.
   19. Gary R. Entz, “Religion in Kansas. Review Essay,” Kansas History: 
A Journal of the Central Plains 28 (Summer 2005): 140. 
   20. Robert C. McWilliams, “Billard’s Battle Over the Bible: Religion 
and the Public Schools in Turn-of-the-Century Topeka, Kansas” (master’s 
thesis, University of Kansas, 1987), 8–9. 

ments within American Christendom about evolutionary 
theory’s description of human development, in contrast to 
the biblical view of divine creation, were now to be played 
out on a national stage. 
 Among the chief fi gures in the case—at least with re-
spect to the amount of media coverage he received—stood 
Bryan, a thrice-defeated Democratic Party presidential can-
didate and former secretary of state under Woodrow Wil-
son.14 Bryan had become the leading spokesman for Chris-
tian fundamentalism in 1921 when he joined the fi ght on an 
issue he believed to be of signifi cant religious and national 
concern: the teaching of evolutionary theory in America’s 
public schools. Fearing that the exposure of the country’s 
most impressionable young minds to evolutionary theory 
threatened to undermine the values of the Christian faith, 
Bryan led the effort to defend orthodox Christianity against 
the infl uences of secularism. His virulent opposition to evo-
lutionary teaching culminated in Scopes’s public trial.15 

The trial began on Friday, July 10, 1925, with Bryan 
serving as an assistant prosecuting attorney in oppo-
sition to the chief counsel for the defense, Clarence 

Darrow, a noted trial lawyer and avowed agnostic. The na-
tional press hyped the fame and opposing viewpoints of the 
lawyers and promoted the trial as a battle between the Bible 
and evolution. On Monday, July 20, as the case seemed to 
be nearing its conclusion, the long-awaited fi reworks of the 
trial exploded during Darrow’s unprecedented cross-ex-
amination of Bryan regarding fundamentalism’s insistence 
on biblical inerrancy.16 With Bryan on the witness stand, 

Darrow twisted and ridiculed Bryan’s answers with a sar-
castic fl are that appeared to discredit the anti-evolutionists’ 
lead defender. The following day, Judge John Raulston ex-
punged Bryan’s testimony from the court record because 
he considered it irrelevant to determining whether Scopes 
had taught evolution. However, in a rash of scathing edi-
torials and humiliating cartoons, the secular press had al-
ready cast Bryan as an ignorant religious fanatic. The same 
day, the jury convicted Scopes after only ten minutes of de-
liberation and imposed the minimum fi ne of one hundred 
dollars.17 But the victory for fundamentalism extended only 
as far as the guilty verdict. The damage to Bryan and the 
fundamentalist cause infl icted by Darrow and the national 
media left the American public with a negative and dis-
torted impression of Christian fundamentalism.18 

Understood as a microcosm of a larger religious con-
troversy, it is clear that the Scopes trial had less to do with 
the guilt or innocence of John Scopes and more to do with 
the fi ght over Christian accommodation to modern thought 
and scientifi c theory. To be sure, Kansas was not isolated 
from this brand of religious infi ghting. The religious and 
educational controversies that were given national atten-
tion by the notoriety of the Scopes trial had actually been 
brewing in some Kansas communities and colleges for sev-
eral decades. Traditionally considered “a national leader in 
liberal Protestant ideals,” Kansas had begun as early as the 
turn of the twentieth century to accept a more conservative 
view of religion.19 

In 1901 the state’s capital city became the center of an 
intense struggle over the recitation of Christian prayers 
in public schools. Although the Topeka school board con-
cluded that state institutions should remain free from dom-
inance by any sect, they simultaneously determined that 
“common religion—as exemplifi ed in the Bible—was cru-
cial to the mission of the public school.”20 The following 
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year, the Southwestern Kansas Conference of the Methodist 
Episcopal Church dealt with the issue of modernist teach-
ing in the Church. It charged Granville Lowther, a promi-
nent Kansas minister, with preaching an evolutionary phi-
losophy of Christ’s atonement, which was contrary to the 
Church’s creed, and it eventually barred him from the de-
nomination’s ministry. In 1909 Alton H. Thompson, a for-
mer president of the Kansas Academy of Science, presented 
a paper in which he argued for a reconciliation of evolution-
ary theory and the belief in a divine being. Theologically 
conservative Protestants, however, viewed this accord of 
science and religion as a theological compromise and op-
posed Thompson’s ideas.21 

From January to March 1925, Kansans confronted their 
own evolution confl ict with regard to education. William 
Marion Goldsmith, a biology professor at Methodist-spon-
sored Southwestern College in Winfi eld, came under the 
scrutiny of school offi cials for his modernist approach to 
science education. Goldsmith taught that science in gen-
eral, and the theory of evolution in particular, could be rec-
onciled with the Christian faith. For the school’s board of 
directors, the issue was less about whether Goldsmith was 
corrupting the minds of impressionable college students 
and more about whether the school could maintain its re-
spectability and support from its constituency if Goldsmith 
continued his modernist teaching. In a surprising turn of 
events for the modernist professor, the student council in-
tervened on Goldsmith’s behalf and convinced the board to 
allow him to retain his position at the college.22 

I t was events such as these that led historian Gary Entz 
to conclude that by the 1920s Kansans had “embraced 
fundamentalism.”23 Although there is merit to this 

view, it is equally important to note that Kansas’s religious 
makeup was complex. Kansans had not uniformly accepted 
the fundamentalists’ staunch opposition to evolution in 
the 1920s, having, rather, taken a primarily moderate posi-
tion in the fundamentalist-modernist battle for the soul of 

           Emporia Gazette, July 15, 1925
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   24. At this time, the fundamentalist-modernist controversy was most 
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Church opposed the theory of evolution and wished to preserve the au-
thenticity of the Bible, it did not join Bryan’s anti-evolution crusade. It had 
its own established system of parochial schools and colleges whose science 
and religious curricula were not dictated by public policy. Larson, Summer 
for the Gods, 262. 

25. “Evolution and Things,” Emporia Gazette, March 26, 1925; “Evolu-
tion ‘As Is,’” Emporia Gazette, April 29, 1925; J. A. Witmer, letter to the edi-
tor, Emporia Gazette, May 1, 1925.

American Christendom. Regardless of Kansans’ individual 
religious leanings, the contentious debates over evolution-
ary teaching brought the issues of the fundamentalist-mod-
ernist controversy to the forefront of public discourse and 
concern. By July 1925 the news of the Scopes trial had many 
Kansans interested in the outcome of the case.

The coverage of the events surrounding the trial by the 
Beacon, Capital, Eagle, and Gazette reveals that they were 
more than simply curious about the news and excitement 
of the Tennessee case. For them, the trial magnifi ed the lib-
eral-conservative religious split within Protestant Christi-
anity, showed the intensity of each side’s convictions, and 
generated serious religious and political ramifi cations that 
extended beyond the borders of Tennessee.24 Although the 
newspapers may not have mentioned the fundamentalist-
modernist controversy directly by name, they were clearly 
interested in the same issues that the debate raised. All of 
the papers published national news articles regarding the 
trial, but what gives drama to the Kansas approach are the 
papers’ local coverage and responses. While the Kansas 
papers were inclined to support the modernist position, 
they did not allow a spirit of partisanship to dominate their 
coverage. Each paper in its own way presented the pub-
lic with a nuanced view of the trial’s contentious religious 
component. Although this is less the case with the Empo-
ria Gazette, its distinct approach perhaps can be explained 
by editor White’s absence during the trial and the paper’s 
disappointment that the circus-like environment of the trial 
obscured its broader signifi cance.

Of the four Kansas newspapers, one would expect the 
Gazette to be the most vocal, given White’s prior editorial 
coverage of the theological controversy. However, the paper 
provided little editorial commentary of or local response to 
the trial during its two-week duration. That the trial did not 
receive extensive coverage is curious because in the three 
months prior to the trial, the paper was outspoken on the 
teaching of evolutionary theory in public schools and the 
larger religious debate between the fundamentalists and 
the modernists. 

In fact, the Gazette’s response to the Scopes case prior 
to the trial is even more revealing than its coverage during 

the courthouse arguments. White’s spate of editorials on 
the subject attracted the attention of his readers and con-
fi rmed the intensity and ferocity of each side’s position. 
In one editorial, he attempted to clarify that evolutionary 
theory did not deny the authority of divine creation or pre-
sume that man descended from monkeys. However, it was 
his fi nal comment that drew criticism from local religious 
conservatives. White concluded, “All this nonsense about 
the teaching of evolution is cheap talk of uneducated men.” 
In a letter published by the Gazette, J. A. Witmer, a Pres-
byterian minister from Cottonwood Falls, took issue with 
White’s labeling of fundamentalists as “cheap” and “full 
of nonsense” because of their belief in “a theory that has 
been prevalent for ages, rather than in a theory less proven 
with less attention given to God.” Below the printed let-
ter, White responded: “The Gazette feels that it is indeed 
rather ‘cheap’ to object to the teaching of a theory which 
the best pedagogic brains in the land seem to require as a 
part of a liberal education.” Although White’s reply was 
clearly a modernist position, it echoed the theme of an ear-
lier editorial in which he urged his readers to learn and to 
understand the theories of evolution. That the Scopes case 
provided a useful forum for educating the public about sci-
ence and religion became a recurrent theme in the Gazette’s 
coverage prior to and during the trial.25

Prior to the trial, the Gazette suggested that readers 
“get a book on each side of the evolution story and 
read up.” Not surprisingly, it recommended a book 

by evolution scientist Vernon L. Kellogg, a former Emporia 
resident and friend of White. The paper described Kellogg’s 
book as “easy reading for intelligent people—and fair to a 
degree.” In response to the coming Scopes trial, the Gazette 
also published “a few pertinent facts” on evolution writ-
ten by United Press writer J. W. T. Mason. The selection in-
cluded clarifi cation that evolutionary theory was not con-
trary to the deity of Christ, the Ten Commandments, or the 
existence of God. The newspaper published

these little paragraphs in the belief that they tell more 
than many a sermon on evolution would tell, and that 
they may do more good than a dozen biased sermons 
of prejudiced and ill-informed ministers. Evolution is 
nothing to get excited about despite the advertising 
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it is getting at Dayton, and indeed intelligent readers 
may read the foregoing paragraphs and be able to go 
to sleep immediately afterwards. We hope they will.

Indeed, the last two sentences give important insight into 
how the Gazette perceived the trial. The editorial suggested 
that the trial, having been promoted and usurped by the 
media, had lost its opportunity to educate the public. As a 
result, the paper hoped that people would not be taken in 
by the trial’s media hype.26

To this end, and in response to the exchange between 
White and Witmer, the Gazette undertook a published let-
ter debate between the fundamentalist minister and a mod-
ernist reader who identifi ed himself as the “Freshman.” 
The modernist defended evolution and the legitimacy of 
his Christian faith against criticisms from Witmer that evo-
lutionists deny God’s “handywork” in the divine creation. 
The Freshman argued, “I am no worse a Christian for my 
beliefs. I believe that evolution is the work of God. Certainly 
all this universe could not exist without some Supreme In-
tellect to guide it. . . . But I do not refer to the Bible for 
my science. . . . [W]hile science is not irreligious, the Bible 
is most certainly unscientifi c.” That the Gazette, despite its 
partisan position, provided a forum for this conversation 
to occur indicates that it recognized the need for Christians 
to acknowledge and respect the value in each side’s posi-
tions.27

Although it did not often discuss the approach-
ing Scopes trial specifi cally prior to July, the 
Gazette was clearly interested in the issues 
confronting Christianity. For example, White 

criticized Bryan for leading the effort to stifl e the teach-
ing of modern science in public schools. He charged Bryan 
with “choking of free speech” and menacing “the peace and 
prosperity of America.” He further argued against funda-
mentalists’ resistance to reason and intolerance of their op-
ponents’ views. In another editorial, White went so far as 
to equate fundamentalists with Benito Mussolini and Leon 
Trotsky as “prophets of a new force which would overthrow 
the seasoned judgments of mankind.” These editorials re-
lay the paper’s concerns about the potential consequences 

of the trial and the fundamentalists’ infl uences in the poli-
tics of a free society.28

Prior to the beginning of the trial, the Gazette published 
a dozen such editorials and eight letters to the editor re-
garding science and the Bible. During the trial, it printed 
only six editorials and one letter to the editor on the subject. 
Why then did the newspaper, which had previously shown 
such an interest in discussing evolution and the controversy 
between the fundamentalists and the modernists, suddenly 
reduce its coverage of these issues during the trial? Two 
possible explanations are plausible. 
 First, the staff of the Gazette faced the demanding chal-
lenge of reporting on one of the most notable trials in Amer-
ican history without the aid of its nationally respected edi-
tor-in-chief. White was in Hawaii covering the fi rst meeting 
of the Institute of Pacifi c Relations, a forum created among 
Pacifi c coast nations to discuss problems of international 
concern. Although the newspaper had an experienced 
staff during the trial, White’s absence may account for the 
Gazette’s relative silence on the Scopes trial with regard to 
Bryan and the religious battle.29 Had White been in Empo-
ria, it is likely that, given his vocal response prior to the 
trial, there would have been more editorial content on the 
trial.

Second, the Gazette took the concerns raised by the 
Scopes trial seriously, as seen by its early interest in evolu-
tion. But it was dismayed by the frivolous treatment of the 
trial’s serious issues by the sensationalist publicity given to 
the trial. The small-town newspaper expressed regret that 
the widespread national coverage of the trial disguised the 
real issues it raised—the theological battle between sci-
ence and religion and the teaching of evolutionary theory 
in public schools. This frustration with the media’s role in 
diminishing the legitimacy and signifi cance of the trial ap-
pears as a recurrent theme in the Gazette’s coverage and 
helps to explain why the paper’s editorials tapered off. 
White, upon his return to Emporia shortly after the trial 
concluded, expressed his disgust that the once-noble pro-
fession of the newspaperman has been marred by the use 
of “sex, crime, and piffl e” in newspaper headlines and ed-
itorials as a means to maximize profi ts. He chastised the 
public for demanding such “daily pabulum” and reminded 
them that “serious questions are puzzling the world. Great 



84 Kansas History

Political cartoons from the Emporia Gazette, June–July, 1925
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events are stirring in a dozen centers of news.”30 One can 
only wonder whether White’s editorial was a response, in 
part, to the media’s role in making a mockery of the real is-
sues in the Scopes trial.

More than a month before the trial began, the Gazette 
published a selected editorial cartoon from its national syn-
dicate depicting the trial’s utility as a publicity-making en-
deavor. Titled, “The Fruit of the (Family) Tree,” the cartoon 
illustrated “the evolution trial,” portrayed by a monkey 
sitting in an apple tree, while a Dayton man stands below 
collecting the fruits of “fame,” “publicity,” and “notori-
ety.” By the beginning of the trial, the cartoons refl ected an 
even greater disgust with the media and public hype of the 
trial. One cartoon played off of Auguste Rodin’s sculpture, 
“The Thinker,” depicting a monkey sitting on a tree branch 
overlooking the raucous scene of photographers, journal-
ists, sightseers, and Tennessee “hillbillies” converging on 
the Dayton courthouse to watch the trial. Another cartoon, 
titled “Monkey Business,” showed a Dayton organ grinder 
turning his “Evolution Trial” street organ as his monkey col-
lects an abundance of cash and coin proceeds. The cartoon 
that best describes the paper’s exasperation with the trial 
portrayed an offi ce scene where a reporter, aptly labeled, 
“The Rest of Us,” covers his ears while he observes an or-
gan grinder and monkey relaying the trial news outside. 
These cartoons refl ect the paper’s frustration with how the 
trial was covered in the media—a frustration that contrib-
uted to the Gazette’s view that the trial had devolved into 
nothing more than a media circus.31 

Although the Gazette continued to publish daily wire-
service news reports throughout the duration of the trial, 
it printed few other editorial comments beyond these car-
toons. Nevertheless, the material it did publish is telling. 
For example, one front-page editorial equated the trial to 
a volcano, “spewing up hatred, barbarism, fi re, brimstone, 
medievalism, bigotry, sulphur, intolerance, and lava.” In 
another editorial, White described Emporia’s response to 
the evolution trial. He reported that according to the public 
librarian, books on evolution had maintained their normal 

circulation throughout July. Much to White’s dismay, how-
ever, all six Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan books owned by 
the library had been continuously checked out since the be-
ginning of the trial and had the “biggest waiting list of any 
books in the library.”32 For the Gazette, the trial had failed to 
produce the type of educational interest that the staff had 
in mind when it fi rst recommended that readers learn about 
evolution. Instead, the paper had to settle for books about a 
man living among apes.

While the Gazette published little editorial content dur-
ing the trial, its coverage in the months leading up to the 
hearing provides useful insight into its response. Its edito-
rials, letters, and cartoons show the paper’s optimism that 
the trial could educate both sides of the religious contro-
versy. White’s absence, along with the paper’s opposition to 
sensational headlines and its desire to keep news reporting 
substantive, accounts for its subdued response. Although it 
may have published cartoons that viewed the trial as noth-
ing more than a media circus and provided few editorials 
directly speaking to the Scopes case, the Gazette neverthe-
less recognized that the trial was rooted in a deeper theo-
logical controversy confronting American Christians.

Unlike the Gazette, the other three newspapers 
showed more sustained interest in the trial. They 
all represented the trial as a part of the fundamen-

talist-modernist debate, but they took different approaches 
to the way in which they viewed the trial in this context. 
Although the Wichita Beacon, an evening publication, was 
much smaller in terms of page output than its morning 
competitor, the Wichita Eagle, it published the most edito-
rial content on the trial, with the majority of its editorials 
commenting on the trial’s signifi cance as an event within 
the context of the fundamentalist-modernist debate. Henry 
Justin Allen, a former Kansas governor and the Beacon’s 
editor-in-chief, authored eighteen editorials on Scopes-re-
lated subjects. In addition to his own comments, Allen pub-
lished seven supplementary remarks from his daily colum-
nists, three editorial cartoons, and two letters to the editor 
from Beacon readers. Although the paper largely took the 
modernist stance that supported the teaching of evolution-
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ary theory in public schools, its editorial page content at-
tempted to bring the opposing religious sides together in 
order to educate the public, to bring resolution to the reli-
gious controversy, and to preserve the most essential ele-
ments of the Christian faith. In so doing, the Beacon em-
braced a moderate approach that urged the two sides to be 
tolerant of the other’s theological and cultural beliefs.33 

For as much commentary as the Wichita Beacon pub-
lished during the trial, it is peculiar that, unlike the Emporia 
Gazette, the paper’s editorial staff offered little commentary 
on matters related to the case and the religious debate prior 
to the trial. In an editorial titled “Just a Law Suit,” Allen 
asserted that the court likely would restrict the trial to the 
discussion of the “simple facts” in the case, despite Bryan 
and Darrow’s efforts “to put on their joint debate over their 
two theories.” Allen argued that, “It is somewhat doubtful 
if the Tennessee court will attempt to establish either the 
theories of evolution, or the literal interpretation of the Bi-
ble as one of the results of the Scopes trial.”34 Nevertheless, 
the two opposing sides in the case did try to establish their 
respective positions as authoritative on matters of science 
and religion, and Allen recognized that the trial signaled 
an emerging discussion of issues that were more signifi cant 
for American Christianity than determining Scopes’s guilt 
or innocence. This understanding by Allen set the tone for 
how the Beacon responded to the trial over the next several 
weeks.
 In the Beacon’s examination of the trial’s religious con-
text, Bryan became the individual around whom the de-
bate could be understood and evaluated, rather than an ob-
ject whom the newspaper could humiliate and vilify. For 
example, in a July 12 editorial Allen asserted that Bryan’s 
comment that the Tennessee case is “‘a fi ght to the death 
between evolution and the Bible’” took the matter “too seri-
ously, by far.” Allen contended that the Christian faith had 
always managed to respond to internal dissension in or-

der to reform and renew itself. He believed that the Scopes 
case offered an opportunity to establish more consideration 
for each side by allowing them to inform their opponents 
about their position. Five days later, Allen again critiqued 
Bryan, this time for his efforts to exclude the admission of 
scientifi c testimony. Allen maintained that Bryan’s actions 
would encourage those individuals who had not yet taken 
a side in the religious debate to choose modernism.35 Sin-
gling out Bryan merely became the stepping stone to the 
Beacon’s discussion of a larger subject—the need for the trial 
to educate the public in order to allay the intensity of the 
religious controversy.
 Beacon editorials also emphasized the instructive oppor-
tunities provided by the trial and addressed ways to resolve 
the confl ict between those who harmonized science and re-
ligion and those who considered them to be contradictory. 
Judge Raulston came under criticism from Allen for exclud-
ing scientifi c testimony from the trial. Allen contended that 
“sometimes doctrine thrives on suppression, for it arouses 
public curiosity,” and clothed in “martyrdom,” the modern-
ists’ position on evolutionary theory could have a greater 
opportunity to educate the public than the fundamental-
ists’ biblical literalism. In a similar vein of educational dis-
course, one columnist lamented that the jurors who were to 
decide the case were not permitted to listen to the general 
explanation of evolution given early in the trial. The colum-
nist reasoned, “The pity of an entire country should go . . . 
to the 12 jurors at Dayton. Of the 106,418,284 persons in the 
United States . . . , 106,418,272. . . . [were able to] learn about 
the pleistocene [sic] age.”36 

Although the Beacon published several articles that 
promoted the modernist position, its editorials of-
ten attempted to bring the two religious groups 

together to work out a solution for the benefi t of Christian-
ity. Allen’s commentary in one editorial read much like a 
sermon, challenging Christians to “heal the scars and leave 
off the anti-Christian bitterness of spirit that has character-
ized both sides of the dispute. It is not edifying to see a 
Darrow fl out the Bible, which is the bulwark of our Ameri-
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can civilization. Neither is it edifying to 
see a Bryan shaking his fi st and trembling 
with anger over his beliefs.” Allen revived 
Christ’s call to “love thy neighbor as thy-
self” as a way to reconcile the two sides.37 
This effort to preserve the core values of 
the faith became the Beacon’s way of bring-
ing the issue to a peaceable—and theologi-
cally moderate—resolution. 

Like the Beacon, the Topeka Daily Capital 
examined the trial in terms of the funda-
mentalist-modernist debate and advocated 
that Christians should not be distracted by 
such theological quarrels, but that they 
should focus on the most essential tenets of 
the faith. One of many midwestern news-
papers owned by United States senator 
and former Kansas governor Arthur Cap-
per, the Capital was Capper’s largest pub-
lication and the leading newspaper in To-
peka. Because other demands on his time 
prevented him from devoting much atten-
tion to his publications after he was elected 
governor in 1914, Capper delegated the au-
thority over his newspapers to trusted edi-
tors. According to one historian, Capper 
valued his editors’ position and “strongly 
proclaimed an editorial conscience for all 
his journals.” In the case of the Capital, 
Capper left the paper largely under the 
control of editorial writer and long-time 
Capital staff member Harold Taylor Chase. 
As the acting editor of the newspaper for 
forty years, Chase produced, on average, 
two columns of editorial matter each day. The news gener-
ated by the Scopes trial provided ample content for Chase’s 
editorial page, and during July, he authored ten editorials 
on Scopes-related subjects in addition to publishing edito-
rial commentary written by his daily columnists.38 

Within its editorial-page content, the Capital 
framed the trial in the context of the ongoing 
religious debates. Chase, who supported the 

modernist position, speculated that the fundamentalist-
modernist controversy was not likely to end any time soon. 
“In the meantime,” he wrote, “Darrow and Bryan will con-
tinue to make monkey faces at each other, the scientists and 
hill-billies of Tennessee will carry on their warfare, and evo-
lutionists and fundamentalists thruout [sic] the world will 
prolong their debates. Then when the courts fi nally decide 
the question the row will go on just as furiously as before.” 
Like Allen, Chase lamented that the trial would ultimately 
resolve nothing because no one would be able to take it seri-
ously after it received so much media hype. He feared that 
the “sensationalism, publicity-seeking and the burlesque 
features” of the trial would prevent “any educational good” 
to “come from the immense publicity given it.” The Capital 

“All the World Watches Dayton,” Topeka Daily Capital, July 16, 1925
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also used selected editorial cartoons from a nationally syn-
dicated cartoonist to criticize the media’s frivolous cover-
age of the case and to mock the superfi cial knowledge of 
each side’s supposed experts. One such cartoon depicted 
the “world” reading newspaper headlines that announced, 
“All about the evolution case! 52 pages of what Bryan and 
Darrow know about evolution! Blah—and more Blah. Word 
from other prominent preachers and educators who don’t 
know anything about it!” To which the world commented, 
“Bunc!”39 

Wichita Eagle, July 5, 1925

Bryan was not the primary focus of the Capital’s trial 
coverage, but the paper included some less-than-favorable 
images and descriptions of him. Chase scoffed at Bryan’s 
claims that evolutionism was a conspiracy against the Bible, 
asserting that Bryan “is always unearthing conspiracies.” 
The editor insisted Bryan was the one putting religion “into 
peril.” Similarly, the Capital mocked Bryan in the editorial 
cartoon referred to at the beginning of this article in which a 
monkey commented on Bryan’s resemblance to a chimpan-
zee. It also reprinted an article from the New York World that 
condemned Bryan “as thoroly [sic] discredited a statesman 
and thinker as any man could be.”40 Indeed, the Capital was 
not timid in ridiculing Bryan and his role in the trial. 

The day before the trial began, the Capital published 
an editorial, “Is Christianity in Danger?,” written by the 
Reverend Charles M. Sheldon, a frequent guest writer for 
the paper. Sheldon had originated the phrase “What Would 
Jesus Do?,” with his 1896 best-seller In His Steps, and was 
perhaps the best-known advocate of the social gospel at the 
time. A frequent and popular speaker on the Chautauqua 
circuit, Sheldon was even paired with Bryan during one 
season. Not likely by accident, the Capital printed the edito-
rial above the paper’s fold in the center of the front page—a 
coveted position in newspaper publishing. In his review of 
the struggle between religious liberalism and conservatism, 
Sheldon concluded that disagreements over humankind’s 
origins caused Christians to lose sight of Christianity’s pri-
mary purpose for man: “love to God and one’s neighbor.” 
Although a self-labeled modernist himself, Sheldon hoped 
that Christians would put aside their theological differ-
ences for the advancement of Christendom. “What Chris-
tianity needs now-a-days is not defenders but followers,” 
the Topeka minister insisted. “Not debaters, but disciples. 
Not the law, but the Gospel.” Most signifi cant, Sheldon’s 
editorial set the tone for the Capital’s overall response to 
the trial—the need for Christians to reconcile their differ-
ences and rededicate themselves to their primary mission 
to spread Christ’s message of salvation.41 

Throughout the trial, the Capital’s editorial page re-
fl ected the infl uence of the Reverend Sheldon’s 
opinion. When fundamentalist readers questioned 

Sheldon about his positions on evolution and whether he 
could be both a Christian and an evolutionist, the paper 
published Sheldon’s response that although Christian-
ity and evolution could be reconciled, differences of opin-
ions on scientifi c matters should not divide the Christian 
faith. In an editorial, Chase commended Sheldon’s ability 
to bring “common sense” to the matter of religious dissen-
sion and reaffi rmed that the success of Christianity relied 
on individuals like Sheldon who were willing to look past 
confl ict in order to get to the core of the Christian faith. In 
another editorial, Chase reminded readers, “The business 
of the church is not to teach science but to persuade men 
and women to a better manner of living.” Like the Wichita 
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Beacon, the Topeka Daily Capital attempted to bring the op-
posing sides together on the common ground of Christian-
ity’s primary message.42 

The Topeka paper reported on the trial throughout most 
of the month, with its coverage of the case fading from the 
editorial page only after Bryan’s death on July 26, 1925 (just 
fi ve days after the trial’s end). Although it was committed 
to its modernist position, the Capital, like the Beacon, tried 
to fi nd some middle ground between its various readers 
and to identify the most common threads within both sides 
of the debate. This attempt at resolution is best seen by the 
paper’s inclusion of Sheldon’s editorial piece and response 
letter. That his editorial appeared on the front page further 
shows that the paper realized and exploited the editorial’s 
potential for infl uence. 

As in the Beacon and Capital, the Wichita Eagle supplied 
its readers with much editorial matter concerning the trial, 
publishing eight articles that reported on the local response 
to the case and fourteen editorials. Although Victor Mur-
dock, the Eagle’s editor-in-chief, was himself a modernist, 
he took a more moderate approach with the articles and 
editorials that he published. The Eagle’s editorials recog-
nized that fundamentalists and modernists did not under-
stand or respect each other’s opinions. In its fi rst editorial 
on the trial, the Eagle expressed its hope that the Scopes 
case would enlighten the public about what the theory of 
evolution meant, both for its opponents and its supporters, 
noting that “all those folks who are certain they are evo-
lutionists or anti-evolutionists might as well make sure of 
what they are for or against.” Similarly, in another edito-
rial, the newspaper examined the infl uence of referring to 
the case as the “monkey trial.” Murdock asserted that this 
catch phrase gave the prosecution an advantage because it 
reduced a complex scientifi c theory to the single issue of 
humankind’s ancestral heritage to monkeys. The editorial 
optimistically concluded, “popular interest has now been 
stirred in the matter of evolution so that many folks will be 
inclined to fi nd out with some accuracy what it is all about.” 
Although the Eagle recognized that the trial’s issues had 
greater signifi cance for Christians, it believed that the trial 
should be limited strictly to the legal matters of the case. In 
an editorial similar to one published by Henry Allen in the 

Wichita Eagle, July 5, 1925

Beacon, the Eagle stated that the case’s sole function was to 
determine Scopes’s guilt or innocence, not to clear up why 
“millions of men are both Christians and evolutionists.”43 

Upon receiving the expected trial verdict, the Wich-
ita Eagle published an editorial examining Bryan’s 
overall motivation. The editor charged that Bryan 

had taken advantage of a case meant only to determine 
whether or not John Scopes had violated state law; Bryan 
sought nothing less than a victory for fundamentalism over 

modernism. He knew that even though the Bible was on 
trial in the court of public opinion, Scopes was on trial in 
Dayton, and that this “technicality . . . narrowed the issue 
and would record, for him, a winning against his oppo-
nents.” The paper castigated Bryan for exploiting Scopes’ 
admitted guilt in order to further the cause of fundamental-
ism and give it a national platform from which to speak.44

Although the Eagle’s editorials discussed the religious 
aspects of the trial, it was primarily the locally written arti-
cles that characterized it as a battle between the fundamen-
talists and the modernists. Of the four newspapers, the Eagle 
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produced the most articles describing the local response 
to the fundamentalist-modernist controversy. Some arti-
cles reported on the modernists’ defense against funda-
mentalist criticism, while others depicted the fundamen-
talists’ concerns about modernism and evolution. A few 
days before the trial, the newspaper published an article 
on a Wichita pastor’s opposition to evolution. The pastor 
considered evolutionary theory a “fallacious” doctrine on 
the “origin, development, and progress of man” that de-
stroyed “the souls of men” and undermined “the founda-
tion of Christian civilization.” In the same issue, the Eagle 
printed a report on modernists’ arguments against fun-
damentalism’s claims of biblical inerrancy. “We are not 
afraid of Mr. [Rev. W. D.] Gray’s hell,” asserted a modern-
ist Kansas minister in reaction to a St. John pastor’s previ-
ously published comments. “The only hell we believe in 
is the one fundamentalists are making in this world today 
by their bigotry, intolerance and lack of charity.” Nearly 
two weeks later, the Eagle reported that the Sunday ser-
mons of four area pastors would be on the topic of evolu-
tion. “It is almost impossible . . . to stop on any downtown 
street corner or in any public place without hearing the 
matter [the Scopes trial] discussed,” the newspaper ob-
served. “Although it is very seldom anyone is heard mak-
ing light of divine creation as told by the Bible, there are 
many supporters of the contention that evolution and the 
story as told by the Bible are not in confl ict. On the other 
hand, there are found many who stand staunchly by the 
Bible and argue that evolution is a myth.” Clearly, evolu-
tion, the Bible, and the Dayton case had become popular 
topics for public discourse, and the Eagle framed them 
within the context of the religious controversy.45

Although the Eagle plainly supported the modern-
ist position and was critical of both fundamentalism and 
Bryan in its editorials, it was far more evenhanded in its 
articles with regard to discussing Kansans’ religious posi-
tions. As one of the largest newspapers in the state at the 
time, the Eagle had to take care in representing the views of 
its diverse audience by covering all sides of the issues, and 
its responses to the trial refl ect the seriousness with which 
the paper took this obligation.

As the Scopes trial faded from the newspaper head-
lines and public consciousness, even the interest of some of 
Kansas’s most vocal citizens and leaders waned. Certainly 

some Kansas fundamentalists, such as Wichita evangelist 
Gerald B. Winrod, continued to confront the perceived 
problems of modernism in churches and schools. In Octo-
ber 1925 Winrod founded “The Defenders of the Christian 
Faith,” a statewide organization intended to combat “evo-
lution in the schools and modernism in the pulpits.” De-
spite his popularity among Kansas fundamentalists, how-
ever, Winrod never garnered enough widespread political 
support to persuade the Kansas legislature to enact an anti-
evolution law.46 That evolution and modernism did not be-
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come intensely divisive issues for most Kansans points to 
the conclusion that the state’s religious makeup was likely 
more diverse than previous historiography indicates. Kan-
sans engaged in serious, and at times, intense debates about 
the Scopes trial, but the case neither rallied the state’s fun-
damentalists to aggressive political activism nor provoked 
the levels of hostility toward Bryan (and the fundamental-
ists he represented) as was demonstrated by much of the 
national news media. 

Although the four Kansas newspapers primarily 
supported modernist approaches to reconciling 
science and religion, they cultivated debate be-

tween both sides by informing readers of local ministers’ 
sermon topics, announcing the latest book titles dealing 
with science and religion, and publishing letters written 
by both modernists and fundamentalists. It is important to 
note that the Kansas newspapers did not send reporters to 
the trial. They judged the case from a distance, and that dis-
tance is evident in their editorials, which were less hostile

to Bryan and the fundamentalists than were those in the na-
tional newspapers. Although they published editorial car-
toons and lighthearted poems that mocked the trial, and at 
times were severely critical of Bryan, their treatments of the 
Dayton case showed keen interest in more substantive mat-
ters. By this means, they attempted to diffuse rather than 
to deepen the divide between the fundamentalists and the 
modernists. The trial brought signifi cant political and re-
ligious concerns to the forefront of the public forum that 
were as important to Kansans as they were to other Ameri-
cans, and the Beacon, Capital, Eagle, and Gazette ensured that 
Kansans understood the theological and cultural breadth of 
the trial’s implications. 
 Indeed, the public legacies of the Scopes trial and the 
fundamentalist-modernist controversy still polarize Chris-
tian fundamentalists from their modernist foes. The de-
bate rages on in the communities, churches, and schools of 
America’s heartland. The 1925 newspapers presciently con-
cluded that the battle would not be a “fi ght to the death” 
as Bryan predicted. More than eighty years later, new Bry-
ans and Darrows “continue to make monkey faces at each 
other.”47 But for one fl eeting moment among the Kansas 
newspapers, the dispute over evolution was more than just 
monkey business.


