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Pope was a no show in North Manchester
Trying to find a way to 

describe a half-century 

after his departure ex-

actly what H.L. Mencken 

was like. Cranky, irasci-

ble, brilliant, cynical, 

ornery, observant. Two 

parts Rush Limbaugh, 

maybe,  to one part 

Stephen Colbert, with a 

dash of Bill Maher,  a 

smidgen of George Will 

and a pinch of Molly 

Ivins.   

He cared deeply about 

America, yet found daily 

reasons to berate and be-

little the idiocy he found 

around him, sometimes 

in government, some-

times in regular folks.  

He wrote four books on 

the beauty of the Ameri-

can language – he re-

fused to call it English 

He worked for the Bal-

timore Sun newspaper 

and as recently as 20 or 

so years ago I saw an old 

framed photograph of 

him still hung on the wall 

in that newsroom when I 

visited there.  No one in 

the room had ever known 

him, but all revered him.  

All his about Mencken 

because it is he who has 

given me proof of the 

truth of a long-whispered 

story about the Ku Klux 

Klan and its conduct 

back in the 1920s just up 

the road in North Man-

chester in Wabash 

County. 

It goes like this – and 

we’ll get back to 

Mencken in a minute:  In 

the mid-20s, when as 

many as 700,000 

Hoosiers were members 

of the Klan and spreading 

their message of hate and 

venom aimed at black 

people, Jewish people 

and members of the 

Catholic Church, the 

KKK brass heard a rumor 

that the Pope of the 

Catholic Church was not 

only in America but was 

traveling from New York 

to Chicago on a train that 

was going to make a stop 

in North Manchester. 

Thus alerted, the Klan 

summoned a force of 

what is reported as about 

1,500 of their ilk to the 

Wabash County town. 

Their intent: To stop the 

train, search it for the 

Catholic Pope and, when 

they found him,  either 

hang him or send him 

back to Rome.  Honest; 

that’s the long-told story. 

The train arrived, and 

only one person, a mild 

little man later described 

as a travelling corset 

salesman, got off the 

train.  No Pope and the 

Klansmen went home.  

All of this seems 

doubtful at best, but it 

has been repeated by his-

torians and journalists for 

darn near a century.  And 

this is where cranky old 

Mr. Mencken enters the 

story.  

On the internet are mil-

lions of out-of-print 

books. Among them, two 

volumes edited by 

Mencken in 1925 and 

1926 titled simply 

“Americana.” They are 

annual collections of 

oddities in the news from 

those two years. The 

items are listed state-by-

state with a running com-

mentary by Mencken , 

state-by-state. We get to 

Indiana and he reports: 

“It has a most incredibly  

drastic state law for the 

enforcement of Prohibi-

tion, but remains very 

wet. Its towns are all dull 

and drab.” 

Then to the news of the 

year:  “ . . . as reported by 

the Evansville Courier: 

Uncle Harve Garrison, 

father of Charles Garri-

son, Democratic county 

chairman of Warrick 

county, presented Sen. 

William B. Carleton, edi-

tor of the Boonville En-

quirer, with two sweet 

potatoes weighing 11 

pounds. Uncle Harve pre-

sented these to the sena-

tor as a token of his 

sterling democracy.” 

But then we come to 

this: “Effects of the Ku 

Klux campaign of educa-

tion at North Manchester, 

on the Eel river, as re-

ported by the Rev. 

Thomas M. Conroy in the 

Ecclesiastical Review 

newspaper: Some wag 

spread the report a few 

weeks ago that the Pope 

was to reside in North 

Manchester incognito 

until his residence in 

Washington was com-

pleted. The details of his 

coming were added to the 

story—the Pope would 

arrive on the evening 

train. A crowd estimated 

at fifteen hundred was at 

the station to witness his 

entrance. ” 

That’s it. That’s all, but 

it clearly documents that 

the Klan did something 

in North Manchester, but 

the Pope wasn’t aboard 

the train.  

Our neighborhood was 

worthy of another 

Mencken mention, origi-

nating in Andrews in 

Huntington County:  

“Application of large 

scale industrial methods 

to the concerns of the 

spirit in the sterling town 

of Andrews:  17 hours in 

one continuous church 

service to read through 

the New Testament is the 

record of the members of 

the Andrews Methodist 

Church. While a group of 

25 persons were in the 

church auditorium read-

ing the New Testament, 

townspeople of Andrews 

were reading through the 

entire Old Testament, so 

that the entire Bible was 

read through in 17 hours, 

beginning Thursday 

morning at 3 o’clock and 

continuing until 8 o’clock 

Thursday night.  Mrs. S. 

S. Beauchamp of An-

drews has the honor of 

having remained for the 

longest period in the 

church service, having 

stayed there for 14 hours 

and 40 minutes.”  

“The book was read 

from the start to the fin-

ish, as it is written, with 

no interruptions.” 

H. L. Mencken


