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Preface

When I visited Dayton, Tennessee, for the first time in the 1990s, I was fortunate enough to hear Richard Cornelius—a professor at nearby Bryan College—speak about the Scopes Trial. John Scopes’s trial, I learned, had occurred in Dayton in the summer of 1925 and—according to Dr. Cornelius, anyway—remained relevant. I knew about the trial’s relation to the teaching of evolution, but my ignorance about the trial made me question Professor Cornelius’s claim that the trial was still otherwise relevant. How could a nearly 100-year-old misdemeanor trial that produced no legal precedents, and which was surrounded by unprecedented levels of hyperbole befitting a professional wrestling match, still matter? How wrong I was. After learning more about the “Monkey Trial,” I began to see how some of its central issues had appeared repeatedly in society throughout my life, including recent controversies regarding control of the curriculum of public schools. The more I learned, the more interested I became in the trial and its ongoing impact on the American conscience. It also became obvious that, of the many so-called trials of the century, only the Scopes Trial continues to reverberate through the decades.

Since that first trip to Dayton, I’ve returned to Dayton dozens of times to learn more about the trial, see friends, and enjoy fried catfish. There, many of the trial’s landmarks—for example, the Rhea County Courthouse where the trial occurred, the boardinghouse where John Scopes lived, and the football field where John Scopes coached—remain, with many of them marked with historical plaques.1 Exhibits in the courthouse basement and archives at Bryan College and the Rhea County Historical and Genealogical Society document the trial and some of its players and sideshows. Every July, residents and visitors alike enjoy the Scopes Trial Play and Festival, which includes music, games, crafts, food, and a partial reenactment of John Scopes’s famous trial.

My adventures associated with John Scopes’s trial were fun and informative, but soon I recognized a glaring void in what I’d learned. Much has been written about the Scopes Trial, and gathering information about the trial was relatively easy because, as one writer noted on the trial’s opening day, “[I]t is doubtful whether a legal contention, not even excluding the Dred Scott case, ever attracted such universal interest and attention.”2 However, I’d learned relatively little about John Scopes himself, and even that information seemed rudimentary, repetitive, and inconsistent. John Scopes, the trial’s defendant and namesake, had been likened to heroes such as Charles Lindbergh, Jack Dempsey, Sinclair Lewis, and Herbert Hoover, but I’d found relatively little information about him.3 Who was he? Who was John Scopes?

I wasn’t the only person who didn’t know much about John Scopes. He was shy and, after having disappointing experiences with reporters before, during, and after his trial, became reluctant about talking to the press for most of the rest of his life. He valued his privacy and was understandably upset when he was repeatedly interrupted, misquoted, ascribed claims that he had never made and had his privacy invaded when reporters published his home address and telephone number in their newspaper articles. He occasionally met friendly, respectful reporters such as Frank Kent, Paul Anderson, and Nellie Kenyon, but those reporters—to Scopes, anyway—were the exceptions.

So how could I gather reliable information about this notoriously private man? Descriptions of past events are always uncertain, and by the time I began searching for information about him, Scopes had been dead for more than three decades; his wife and most of his coworkers, friends, parents, and siblings were also gone. Newspaper archives were helpful, and I was also able to find an untapped source of information: John Scopes’s family and friends. These people had known John Scopes in a variety of different contexts that helped me appreciate the landscape and social aspects of his life. Off I went to Washington, DC; Chicago, Illinois; New York City, New York; Guntersville, Alabama; Lafayette, Louisiana; Beeville, Texas; Bowling Green, Kentucky; Shreveport, Louisiana; Houston, Texas; Los Angeles, California; Spring City, Tennessee; Texarkana, Texas; Austin, Texas; Salem, Illinois; Paducah, Kentucky, and elsewhere to find information about luminaries such as Scopes, Clarence Darrow, and William Jennings Bryan, as well as lesser-known people named Rappleyea, Hicks, and Malone. Along the way, I met repeatedly with John Scopes’s two sons—John Jr. and Bill Scopes—and their wives, John Scopes’s many grandnieces and grandnephews, and several of John Scopes’s other relatives and friends.4 I attended family reunions and heard countless stories. I will never forget Jackie Scopes—that is, John Scopes’s daughter-in-law—sharing with me John’s favorite recipes, a family scrapbook, and a dust-covered box of photographs and newspaper articles about her family, or Jim Presley’s emotional tribute to John Scopes at a 2016 meeting of historians in Dayton.5 Nor will I forget John Scopes Jr. choking back his emotions as he told me how he loved and revered his “Aunt Lela V” Scopes, who had “saved me. . . . She was the greatest woman I’ve ever known.” In 2023, as I write this, I feel as did a reporter who, after witnessing the Scopes Trial 16 years earlier, recalled that “even as I write today, the quiver of the moment is back.”6
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While writing this book, I enjoyed meeting many of John Scopes’s friends and family. Among the most gracious and helpful was John Thomas Scopes Jr., shown here having lunch with me in Lafayette, Louisiana. (Randy Moore)
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Equally gracious and helpful was Bill Scopes, shown here with me in the living room of his and Jackie Scopes’s home in Guntersville, Alabama. (Randy Moore)
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Several of John Scopes’s friends and family in the courtroom where John Scopes was convicted of teaching human evolution in Dayton, Tennessee. Left to right: Scopes’ friend Jerry Tompkins (leaning against Judge Raulston’s bench), Lisa Rennegarbe (Scopes’s grandniece), Susan Epperson (whose lawsuit Epperson v. Arkansas in 1968 overturned laws banning the teaching of human evolution in public schools), Nancy Rose (Scopes’s grandniece), Jim Presley (Scopes’s friend and the coauthor of John Scopes’s memoirs, Center of the Storm), and me. (Randy Moore)

I was surprised to learn that most of John Scopes’s relatives had never met with a researcher about John Scopes or the Scopes Trial. Fortunately for me, John’s family members and friends were not as reluctant to talk about their famous relative as John had been with most reporters. Although John’s friends and family were sometimes difficult to locate, they all had vivid memories that they freely shared with me. They told their stories with passion, smiles, and sometimes tears as they recalled a man “who just wanted to be left alone.” Were it not for John Scopes’s family and friends, I would not have been able to write this book.7

This book is not another detailed rehash of John Scopes’s famous trial; several such books are readily available elsewhere (see Bibliography). However, John Scopes’s trial tinged much of his life, and any discussion of John Scopes’s life must include what happened in Dayton in 1925. That’s here, albeit in a condensed, “John Scopes–centric” form that includes new details and perspectives. However, as John Scopes understood better than anyone else, there was more to his life than just his trial.

The public perception of Scopes today is shaped entirely by his participation in the trial, clouded by the fictitious representation of Inherit the Wind. What you’ll learn from this book is that there was a lot more to the historical figure John Scopes than has been presented for decades in books, articles, documentaries, and movies about the trial. He was loved as a father, husband, colleague, relative, and friend and praised as a “simple, plain, and humble man” by those who knew him best. In this book, I have tried to describe that man and his life. Although my account of John Scopes’s life remains necessarily incomplete, I hope I have done him justice.

I hope you enjoy learning about John Scopes.

Randy Moore

Dayton, Tennessee

March 12, 2023
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Introduction

Searching for John Scopes

For the past century, people have seldom tired of writing and talking about the Scopes Trial. Justices of the U.S. Supreme Court have cited Scopes’s famous trial in their opinions, educators have invoked their versions of the trial when advocating the importance of academic freedom in classrooms, and celebrity creationists have used the trial to influence visitors at their multimillion-dollar museums and theme parks. Some of the Scopes Trial’s controversies—for example, the conflicts of science and religion, the roles of experts in a democracy, and determining who controls the curriculum of public schools—continue to flare in society. As Scopes himself noted in 1967, the causes underlying his trial have “existed throughout man’s history and will continue as long as man is here.”1 Eight years later, during the trial’s 50th anniversary celebration, Harry “Bud” Shelton—a former student of Scopes’s who testified against him at the trial—added that “they won’t let it die, will they? All they have proved is that it will always be a controversial subject. They didn’t reach any decision. How could they?”2 Shelton’s conclusion is one of the many reasons why “the Scopes Trial has been nearly impossible to forget.”3

The story of the Scopes Trial has been told, retold, and analyzed countless times and now is laden with diverse meanings, symbolism, and moral teachings. With each retelling, the trial has been claimed by different people and groups—each often seeking publicity for their own causes—to mean and teach different things. This remarkable malleability of a low-level misdemeanor case to divergent arguments, causes, and claims—each depending on who is appealing to the trial for help—is unmatched in legal history. Indeed, “what everyone knows” about the Scopes Trial has been invoked to frame ongoing causes and controversies ranging from gay rights, climate change, communism, and economic policy to nativism, abortion, euthanasia, and presidential elections and impeachments,4 as well as for more mundane things such as selling Chevrolets and Oldsmobiles.5 At the U.S. Supreme Court, justices have invoked the Scopes Trial and its legend in the majority and dissenting minority opinions of the same case (i.e., Edwards v. Aguillard, 1987).6 The contested meanings of the Scopes Trial have even been claimed to embody both “creation on trial” and “evolution on trial.”7
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For most of his life, John Scopes—shown here in his home in Shreveport around 1965—avoided the press. During the last decade of his life, however, Scopes embraced and enjoyed his fame. (Courtesy of Jerry R. Tompkins)

It’s easy to find information about John Scopes’s trial, but it’s far more difficult to find information about John Scopes. Of course, all the hundreds of books, magazine stories, and newspaper articles about the Scopes Trial mention him; he was, after all, the defendant! However, the rare descriptions of John Scopes himself usually just briefly mention where he was born, where he went to college, the relatively little that he did and said during his trial, and where he worked after his trial. Most stories about the Scopes Trial focus not on Scopes, but instead on William Jennings Bryan, his prosecutor; Clarence Darrow, his defender; and the proceedings and sideshows of Scopes’s 12-day trial. John Scopes was largely forgotten during his trial, even by his defenders; that’s why proceedings sometimes began before Scopes was in the courtroom. Even after sentencing Scopes, Judge John Raulston had to be reminded that Scopes was present and wanted to speak. Scopes’s own memoirs—Center of the Storm: Memoirs of John T. Scopes, published in 1967—devotes more than 200 of its 277 pages to his trial. A subsequent biography about Scopes, published three years later for young readers—D.C. Ipsen’s Eye of the Whirlwind: The Story of John Scopes—is virtually all about Scopes’s trial, not John Scopes.

Fact, Fiction, and the Trouble with Information

There is little about the Scopes Trial that has not been analyzed in books, articles, documentaries, plays, movies, speeches, sermons, college courses, creation museums, and kitchen-table discussions. As one reporter noted in 1925, “[I]f there is any stone that remains unturned or any early worm that these enthusiastic birds have not devoured [about the trial], it must be a very heavy stone or a very obscure worm.”8 Today, much more so than in 1925, this abundance of information about the Scopes Trial—as well as the amorphous “what really happened” in Dayton—has often created
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