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New York City, 1873

The acrid smell of burning leather and old parchment paper permeated the air. Billowing black smoke rose out of a bonfire in the center of Fourth Avenue in New York City.

“Mr. Secretary, come quick. Mr. Comstock is at it again,” declared the assistant to the General Secretary of the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA).

General Secretary Robert Ross McBurney put down his pen on his desk and rose from his chair. He was an Irish immigrant who emigrated to New York City in 1854. After arriving penniless in New York City, he stayed at a branch of the YMCA. He began working for them and rose through the ranks to become the YMCA General Secretary. McBurney enjoyed his success in the new YMCA building in Midtown Manhattan. The French Second Empire-style building was built using private donations from New York City’s High Society and his office contained a modern mahogany desk with his nameplate placed in the center. 

McBurney grabbed his overcoat and hat and hurried out of the office. He followed his assistant down the stairs and out the front door of the building to Fourth Avenue. An enormous crowd had gathered around the bonfire burning in the street.

A bald and portly man with bushy sideburns and a large mustache was taking books and pamphlets from a burlap bag and hurling them into the fire. McBurney hurried up to him. “Anthony, what are you doing burning books in the middle of the street?”

Anthony Comstock turned around. He held several more pamphlets and leather-bound books in his hands. “I am purging the city of New York of this filth!” he said as he tossed the pamphlets and the books into the fire. Several large flames rose to the sky and more black smoke soon engulfed the two men. 

McBurney coughed and took a large white handkerchief out of his coat pocket and wiped his spectacles. Anthony grabbed two more books and several pamphlets out of his bag.

“Anthony!” McBurney yelled, “you must stop,” as he saw the black smoke defacing the façade of his brand-new building.

Anthony Comstock, the newly appointed Special Agent of the United States Postal Service, stopped and turned toward McBurney. He showed him two leather-bound books and the parchment paper pamphlets he was holding in his hands. One of the books was Geoffrey Chaucer’s “Canterbury Tales” a 14th-century collection of racy short stories considered one of the greatest contributions to English literature. The other book was “Moll Flanders”, by Daniel Defoe, with its depiction of adultery and prostitution but ends with the repentance of its lead character.

General Secretary McBurney was aghast because he studied these eminent English authors while he was in school. He recalled his father reading Defoe’s “Robinson Crusoe” to him when he was a child. McBurney proceeded to look at the pamphlets. One pamphlet contained artistic drawings of nude male and female models advertising the establishment of the new Art Students League in Manhattan. The pamphlet encouraged aspiring artists to develop their creative skills with professional artist-instructors in the League. The other pamphlet was authored by a prominent medical doctor in New York City describing contraceptive methods and devices for women, including illustrations.

Anthony Comstock laughed when McBurney’s face reddened as he looked at the drawings of nude models and read the pamphlets. Comstock snatched the books and pamphlets back from the YMCA Executive and hurled them into the fire.

“I told you we needed to remove this filth from our city.” Comstock cackled. He pulled an attractively bound copy of William Shakespeare’s play Romeo and Juliet out of the bag. 

Comstock was preparing to throw it into the bonfire when General Secretary McBurney angrily shouted, “Stop!” McBurney grabbed the volume out of Comstock’s hand. “This is one of Shakespeare’s greatest plays.” He glared at Comstock, blew the ashes off the book cover, and stuffed it into his overcoat pocket.

Robert McBurney recovered his composure. He calmly suggested, “Next time, please burn them in the fields away from our building,” pointing to an overgrown pasture down the street.

Anthony Comstock smiled and nodded his head “yes” and turned back to the bonfire. He continued pulling more books out of his bag, including a worn copy of Walt Whitman’s “Leaves of Grass” and more medical pamphlets. He flung them into the bonfire. A large yellow flame with black smoke rose to the sky as the leather book binding and paper pages began burning.

General Secretary McBurney walked towards the YMCA building but stopped. He turned and took one last look at the crowd surrounding the bonfire in the street. Besides being a Special Agent, Anthony Comstock was the Secretary of the YMCA’s Committee for the Suppression of Vice. “We must separate ourselves from this man. He is reckless!” McBurney thought to himself. And as he walked away, McBurney resolved to call a YMCA Board Meeting at once to discuss separating the Committee for the Suppression of Vice from the organization. He ignored the shouts of the crowd as they began cheering, larger and larger flames rising to the sky.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two

[image: ]


Delphos, Ohio

Karolina, an American immigrant from Baden, Germany, was in the Delphos Post Office after dropping off her children at the St. John Parish school. She picked up her mail from the wooden box and rifled through it, but it mostly contained bills. At the bottom of the pile was a letter from her friend Anna in New York City. Karolina tore open the envelope. It contained an invitation to attend a christening in her new baby’s honor. She asked Karolina to be her godmother. Anna also included a train ticket for passage from Delphos to New York City on the following week’s express train.

A letter behind the invitation slipped out of her hand and fell to the floor. She bent down to pick it up and recognized the handwriting on the envelope. It was from her close friend and former lover, Johannes. He had also immigrated to America from Baden, Germany, several years after she and her husband. Karolina had been in close contact with him before the war but had not heard from him until his recent visit to her cabin.

They flirted and kissed passionately in her cabin before he left for his new job in Cleveland. Karolina knew he was working for John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company, but wasn’t sure what he did for the famous millionaire. She had wondered when he would be in touch with her again. Karolina looked around the post office to see if anyone was watching and opened the letter. It read:

My dearest Karolina,

I miss you. My new job keeps me busy. Mr. Rockefeller has ambitious plans and asked me to help him in his New York City offices. I wondered if we could meet. I am still in touch with your friend Anna, and she offered to invite you to visit. I hope we see each other soon.

Love,

Johannes

Karolina blushed as she read Johanne’s note and her heart raced. Her mind was whirling. She neglected to tell her husband, Stanislaus, about Johannes’ visit to their cabin. “Women need to have their secrets.” She thought to herself. But she wondered, “How can I go to New York City?”

Karolina hurried home to plan for her children’s well-being while she was away. She asked her neighbors if they would watch her children when they came home from school until her husband returned from work. After assurances from her neighbors, Karolina knew her husband, Stanislaus, would be tired and hungry after working on the Miami and Erie Canal unloading canal boats. She began cooking his favorite meal hoping it would put him in a pleasant state of mind.

Stanislaus arrived home and placed his jacket and hat on the hook near the front door. Karolina turned away from the cast-iron stove towards him when he entered. He smiled and gave her a light kiss on the cheek. “There were even fewer canal boats on the canal today than yesterday. Canal business is declining because of the railroads.” Stanislaus complained as he sat in the rocking chair in their cramped cabin. His two young daughters, Catherine and Mary, were playing with dolls on the floor at his feet while his teenage son, Francis, was outside playing. Stanislaus patted his children on the head and began filling his pipe with loose tobacco.

Karolina cleared her throat. “I received a letter from Anna today,” Karolina began.

Stanislaus blanched when he heard Anna’s name. Years ago, during the cholera epidemic in Delphos, Karolina escaped to New York City after the death of their newborn and stayed with her friend Anna. Karolina came back as an ardent abolitionist and promoted Anna’s progressive ideas to their neighbors and friends. He blamed Anna for the cool reception they received on social occasions afterward. He stopped filling his pipe and waited for what she would say next.

“She invited me to be the godmother of her youngest daughter and asked me to attend the ceremony next week in New York City,” Karolina explained.

Stanislaus finished filling his pipe with tobacco, lit it, and took a big puff.

Karolina spoke quickly, “She sent me a train ticket, and I want to go. I have planned for the children.”

Stanislaus looked at her and shrugged. “Go, if you must. I will take care of everything here.” He took another puff of his pipe.

Karolina smiled as she continued to make dinner for her family. She looked forward to seeing Anna and her goddaughter and perhaps a quiet visit with Johannes.

Stanislaus stood up and went outside to smoke his pipe and call his son in for dinner.
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