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Sensors and Censures
"Pax Vobiscum. Meet me in the vestry later for
cocktails," the old priest sang as he swung the sensor
back and forth.
He was old but not old.
Even across the ancient
stone floor of that temple in Chichicastenango one
could spot the twinkle in his eye.
The odors of Frankincense and myrrh mingled with
ones of the goat being sacrificed by the Shaman on the
steps outside.
The time was a bit before Castro. A time when one
could board an O. Henry-type banana boat, touch at
Havana for a few elegant days and then proceed to Porto
Barrios, Guatemala.
Once there, one trekked out to a field.
By field,
I'm referring to a sugar-cane field.
A DC-3 with a few
minor dents was mounted by a house ladder which was
pulled up after us. Bucket seats and rUdimentary belts
made up the package.
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It was a smooth flight, though a bit disconcerting
when we flew through narrow passes between mountains
considerably higher than we were.
Guatemala city was reasonably quiet despite the
fact the country was in the midst of another
revolution. This bothered us not at all since we
always seemed to arrive places just in time for an
uprising.
I'm not quite sure of the significance of
this.
A tall chap sporting a two-day growth of reddish
stubble spotted us instantly. He quite literally
gathered us up, enveloping bags, coats and ourselves in
a bear hug. His name was Charles Macgillivray. He had
been referred by a friend who cautioned us to obey his
orders no matter how ludicrous they might sound.
"Call me Mac," he said.
He was the grandson of the man who built the
railroad in Guatemala and fathered a son who married a
Latino, Mac's mother.
Like his father, Mac also wed a
Latino but the Scots genes were strong and he looked as
though he should be wearing a kilt.
Mac was eager to take off for Chichi. He had
supervised the butchering of a side of beef ten days
previously and it was ready to be cut down.
"I always buy my meat from the Indians.
cheaper and better," he told us.

It's

Mac's car was an enormous old yellow Packard.
It
was mud-spattered and dented but the tires were good
and the motor hummed like a Viennese choir. The trunk
could have held a family of six plus a pony. The floor
was covered with burlap sacks.
Out of the city like a shot, we were quickly into
the mountains. The road was well-packed dirt the rest
of the way. Mac maintained a steady pace of seventy
miles an hour, skidding through the hairpin curves with
nonchalance. After the first few Prissons, I settled
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back and committed myself to my maker. My companion
closed her eyes tightly and sniffed enough smelling
salts to resurrect a pterodactyl.
In about four hours, we pulled into
Chichicastenango, high above Lake Atitlan. Here at
8,000 feet above sea-level, the air was crisp, cool,
and thin.
There were no clouds.
Mac was welcomed with glee by the Indians.
Usually suspicious and sometimes hostile to Caucasians,
it was apparent that they regarded him as a special
friend.
They were wiry little men, deeply bronzed.
They wore colorful headdresses, which were flat on top
for carrying firewood, jute or just about anything
else.
We kept our camera hidden. Mac had warned us to
do so until the shaman or high priest removed the curse
from it.
An Indian of indeterminate age took our gear to
the Inn. He attended all our needs for the two days we
were in Chichi and slept on a mat outside our door.
Mac used a hooded sleeping bag under the stars.
At the temple,
remaining Indians.
their own language,
It was evident that
awe and affection.

the old priest blessed the few
He followed the Latin with words in
which he obviously knew quite well.
they regarded him with a mixture of

In the vestry, over some excellent Scotch, he
related his story.
This was his second assignment to
Chichicastenango. The first had lasted more than fifty
years.
From the beginning, he had loved his Mayan
fl0 7k tha~ so happily embraced both Christianity and
the~r anc~ent Pagan rites.

"We are all God's children," said t h e old priest.
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When the time came for his retirement, he planned
to live out his days in Salamanca, his birthplace. But
this was not to be.
In their infinite wisdom, the
papal seers had dispatched a young Savonarola type from
Avila to replace the aging priest.
Despite the gentle warnings of the old man, the
young priest imposed stringent restrictions. The
Shamans and their Pagan sacrifices were banned from the
temple.
Predictably, these censures resulted in riot
and blood shed.
The old priest was recalled.
tranquility prevailed.

Once again

"I suppose I'll die here," he chuckled, beaming at
the prospect.
As for the young priest, he was sent home to a
pastoral funny farm where he was successfully treated.
Pax Vobiscum and Happy Holidays to you all.
Martin B. Macht

2

Shall the Klan Rule Indiana?
It's an ironic thing about words and the way they
fallon our ears.
For my daughter studying in
Scotland, the word clan summons images of kilts and
kinship.
For me, a cradle Catholic reared on the
Mason-Dixie Line, k1an is a word of a different letter,
a fighting word that signals rage and revilement.
In this season of goodwill, a cincinnati Christmas
isn't quite complete without the wrong sort of klan
raising its hooded head.
For the past three years now,
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the Yuletide spirit has been interrupted by the whitesheeted bigots of the Ku Klux Klan parading to Federal
Court to assert their constitutional rights to peddle
racial hatred in our most prominent public square at
presumably the most peaceful time of year.
True, this annual intrusion into our festive
season borders on the grotesquely comic.
It is hard to
take seriously such a costumed paranoid fringe.
Yet
their presence nonetheless offers a nagging reminder of
the role once played in our regional history by the
forefathers of these Klansmen who attained unparalleled
political muscle by playing on the nativist fears of a
provincial populace.
On my office wall hangs a front page of the
newspaper where I began journalistic career in
Evansville, Indiana. The copy is dated October 31,
1924 and across the top is emblazoned the headline,
"Shall the Klan Rule Indiana?"
Whenever I need a dose of realjty about a
newspaper's role in society, I glance over at that
framed page.
In the years following World War I, so
powerful had grown the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan that
the organization stood poised to seize political
control of the state of Indiana in the balloting of
'24. Most of the Hoosier press stood submissively
silent, intimated by the all-reaching tenacles of the
so-called Invisible Empire or in some cases actually in
sympathy with its aims.
An exception was the editor of that Evansville
paper, Fred Romer Peters, a native Cincinnatian, by the
way, and the son of a Methodist minister.
He took the
courageous step of pronouncing his opposition in that
7ting~ng front-page editorial. He had a special reason
ln dOlng so, for the Klan had put down its first
Hoosier roots in his town and he had witnessed its
meteo~ic gr?wth in a few short years.
To no great
surprlse, hlS outspoken views created a firestorm of
resentment. Many of the paper's advertisers were
either,Klansmen or were frightened by i ts grip, so
pervas1ve was the organization's inroads into the warp
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and woof of the community. Together they organized a
punishing boycott that literally drove the newspaper to
the brink of financial collapse. To make matters
worse the Klan won the election resoundingly and
fulfilled the editorial's worst fears:
it indeed would
rule Indiana. To all appearance of the moment, Editor
Peters was a quixotic loser.
Seven decades later,
however, that front page stands as a profile ~n
journalistic courage and the object of the edltor's
scorn rests on the trash heap of history.
Because the Klan nonetheless seems somehow to keep
resurfacing as an ugly undercurrent of Americana, as it
does each holiday season in Cincinnati, it's a good
time to look into its peculiar rise to popularity in
the Midwest of the 1920s. The organization was, of
course, a transplant from the South, where it grew up
in the years following the civil War as a fraternal
group with secret rites and mumbo-jumbo appeal to
bigotry.
Evansville was a typical Midwestern river town
with its share of bootleggers and brothels when a onetime itinerant printer out of Texas named D.C.
Stephenson arrived in 1920 at the age of 29 to sell
coal.
Soon he was selling $10 memberships in Klavern
#1 of the KKK, the Evansville base that would soon
spread like quick silver across the Hoosier landscape.
Within three years he could claim 250,000 members in a
state with a population of three million.
In his
golden airplane, he flew from town to town, haranguing
cross-burning rallies on the need to keep America pure.
His personal wealth soared to perhaps $3 million from
the $10 million he and his kleagles -- his professional
sales force -- collected in dues, plus royalties and
kickbacks from robes and regalia. He spent lavishly on
a mansion in the Irvington neighborhood of
Indianapolis, a yacht on Lake Erie and a fleet of
Cadillacs. After the results of the 1924 election were
tallied, he could boast a closet Klansman as governor
a state legislature dominated by Klan members and
'
scores of Klansmen holding office at every city county
and township level, from mayors to prosecutors. '
Stephenson, the Klan's grand dragon, reigned as a
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virtual political overlord. He directed orders to
offices throughout the state, through a Gestapo-like
network, and signed his telegrams, "The Old Man."
Little wonder that this young interloper was able to
proclaim:
"I am the law in Indiana."
How could it happen? There can be little question
that Stephenson himself was a clever, eVen charismatic,
demagogue capable of swaying the masses by fomenting
hysteria for his selfish political motives. He played
on their nativist fears, wrapping himself in the
American flag, the Protestant church, Prohibition and
the Republican party. The Midwestern seedbed where he
labored was ready made for his appeal.
(In addition to
Indiana, by the way, he was a king kleagle in Ohio,
held Klan offices in 20 other states and began
nourishing national political ambitions.)
A war to
save the world for democracy had just ended, Woodrow
wilson's internationalism had been repudiated,
patriotic fervor ran high and anti-foreign sentiment in
the nation's heartland mounted to a kind of paranoia.
The Klan's message of white supremacy, 100% Americanism
and suspicion of foreign influences attracted broad
support in the towns and villages of a basically
agrarian society.
For reasons born of ignorance and
isolation, there was widespread fear of strange
religions, different races and such radical fashions as
jazz, speakeasies and "loose morals" that seemed to
threaten a way of life.
Special scorn was reserved for
the Papists and their leader in Rome and this virulent
anti-Catholicism became the biggest magnet for
attracting new members. An orator at one Klan rally
doubtless touched the central appeal when he
proclaimed:
"We want this country ruled by the kind of
people who settled it. This is our country, and we
alone are responsible for its future."
Yet it is too easy in retrospect to dismiss all
those thousands of dues-paying Klan members as
vigilante bigots or militant Puritans.
That was
clearly not the entire explanation f or the Klan's
powerful hold on such a large slice of the populace.
As Irving Leibowitz, a one-time Scripps Howard
colleague who authored a book on the subject, has

208

written:
"Many Klansmen were victims rather than .
villains .... (They were) largely people of substant1al
and decent standing, most of them active members of
Protestant churches, with definite if somewhat narrow
ideals. Many never knew or understood what the Klan
was really like."
Surely they didn't come close to guessing what
stephenson was really like until it was too late.
Beneath his avowed dedication, this idol in their
crusade was in fact a compulsive boozer and lecher.
Although his branch of the Klan sponsored an auxiliary
called "The Queens of the Golden Mask" in order "to
protect American womanhood," in private he preyed
shamelessly on innocent young women, directing his
bodyguards to recruit them for his drunken trysts.
Lord Acton's dictum of absolute power corrupting
absolutely found its affirmat i on in Indiana's grand
dragon.
D.C.

At the very moment his power seemed to have
reached its zenith, at the banquet celebrating his
puppet's inauguration as governor, stephenson's eyes
fell on a young woman, an ordinary-looking statehouse
employee named Madge Oberholtzer.
It was an encounter
that would prove his downfall. They danced together
that night at the Athletic Club in Indianapolis and she
was flattered by the attentions of so important a
personage.
Soon he was calling her for dates and taking her
to dinner. Hardly three months after their first
meeting, she was summoned late one evening and told
that the Old Man had important business to discuss with
her before he left on a trip.
According to her later deathbed testimony, she was
picked up from her nearby home by his henchmen, taken
to his mansion and tricked into swallowing several
apparently drugged drinks.
Terrified and in a daze ,
she was forced into Stephenson's limousine, transported
to the rail terminal and slipped aboard a compartment
on the n i ght train to Chicago. There, soon after the
train left the station, she was brutalized by a drunken
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stephenson, subjected to violent sexua~ abuse and left
bleeding from human bites over her entlre body.
The next morning the grand dragon's entourage,
with victim in tow, left the train i~ Hammon~ on the
Indiana outskirts of Chicago and reg~stered ~n a hotel.
On a pretext Miss Oberholzer convinced stephenson to
let her go to a drugstore, escorted by one of his
bodyguards. While there she slipped a box of
bichloride of mercury into her pocket and subsequently
swallowed six of the tablets, saying she wanted to take
her own life in order to save her family from the
embarrassment of what had happened.
She grew violently
ill. When Stephenson became aware of her condition, he
ordered a car to rush them the 175 miles back to
Indianapolis.
En route he refused to get her emergency
medical treatment.
She was then kept a virtual
prisoner in his garage loft for a day until her
condition deteriorated. The panicky stephenson
directed a bodyguard to return her to her own home with
the report that she had been injured in an auto
accident.
She died 32 days later, partly from the
poison and partly from an infection caused by bites on
her breast, but not until she had given a detailed
sworn statement of her ordeal.
stephenson, now age 34, and two aides were
indicted for her murder.
Despite months of expensive
legal maneuvers that attempted to paint the victim as
defendant, a jury of 10 farmers, a businessman and a
truck driver found Stephenson guilty of second-degree
murder while acquitting his henchmen. He would spend
the next 31 years in the Indiana State Prison at
Michigan City.
With his indictment and conviction, the Klan's
fell ,precipitously, its thousands of members
flnally shaken lnto an awareness of how their patriotic
and moral crusade had lurched wildly out of control.
Some of those public officials elected to high office
un~er Stephenson's mantle eventually followed him to
prlson for corrupt practices, including a governor and
a congressman. Only the statute of limitations saved a
second governor.
p~pularity
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Thus was one state and its citizens chastened.
But, as we all recognize, prejudice and demagoguery
resist extinction.
In the years which have followed,
the devil of the Ku Klux Klan has found fresh
sustenance elsewhere in the country as successive
generations succumb to the evils of racial and ethnic
hatred. The forms change, even the uniform, but the
venom is sickeningly similar.
So, as we repair to Fountain Square for our
holiday celebrations, we do well to recall the words of
Robert Coughlan, who studied the Indiana phenomenon.
"When some new bogey arises on Main street to take the
place of the Klan, one can only hope that the new
generation will turn out to be less ignorant than the
old."
I'm sure that Fred Romer Peters, the Evansille
editor, would echo that hope. But I have a hunch that
he wouldn't bet the pot on its realization.
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I Don't Need virginia

Long before I had heard of virginia's letter
asking if there really was a Santa Claus I knew the
answer. And it came in a most impressive and
felicitous way. Of course the story takes me back many
years - to the winter of 1.929. And in fact - possibly
for a number of reasons - that winter holds my first
memory of Christmas in any way.
The previous year or two had been eventful ones in
my young life - aren't they all eventful when three to
four years of age.
I was the second child in a rapidly
growing family that had fairly recently moved to a
modest house in Evanston - the suburb of Chicago. The
neighborhood was a pleasant one with houses surrounding
the four sides of a block and a very heavily used
playground in the center of the block.
I have many
happy memories of this neighborhood and my family - of
my two year older brother, my lively sister - a year
younger, who was my constant playmate, and then a
younger brother, three years younger, coming along.
The move to the new house, a new brother and one other
signif~cant event, I will come to shortly, filled the
year wlth a sense of rapid change and some
uncertainties.
Some of these memorable events seem
captured,in a memory that appears to condense a number
of experlences and significant feelings.
All of you are familiar with the old nursery rhyme
Humpty Dumpty. Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall H
t
Dumpty had a great fall, all the king's hor~esu~~dYall
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the king's men couldn't put Humpty Dumpty together
again. What you may not realize is that the nursery
rhyme is frequently understood as portraying the young
child when an even younger child comes into the family
- he's pushed off his wall, his high place, and feels
as if his world is crumbling.
So in the year before the winter of 1929 that very
thing happened to me. And how I remembered it is that
my older brother pushed me off the top of a slippery
slide in that neighborhood playground so that I fell on
my head and then had to go to the hospital. And, I
recalled, that that was the day my brother was born at
the same hospital to which I was taken.
In fact such
was not the case - I did fall and had a concussion,
requiring a day in the hospital but it was some months
from the time, after the time, of my brother's birth
but I joined the two events in my mind.
The further complication which I referred to
earlier was that it was during this period that my
father decided to begin a new business in another, I
felt, distant city -- springfield, Massachusetts. That
initiation required him to live in Springfield without
the rest of the family for a number of months - a
number that turned out to be somewhat over six months.
Those of you who lived through the Great
Depression - and you are well represented with us this
evening - may wonder at my father's boldness or even
his basic good judgment, at beginning a new business
from scratch, in a new city, as the Great Crash of 1929
was reverberating and the Great Depression was
beginning to unfold. As it turned out, in retrospect,
the move was well thought through, well founded and
successful.
But it left our family somewhat uneasy
altogether and not all together geographically.
So we approached the Christmas of 1929. And
shortly before the holiday itself the good news was
spread that my father would be able to join us for the
Christmas holiday, a reunion that had been much in
doubt. Great excitement reigned in the house, with the
four of us children, then ranging in age from 1 1/2 to
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just over 6, and the many preparations of gift
selection, making paper chains for the Christmas tree,
carol singing, candy making and letters to Santa Claus
proceeded.
My father did arrive just before Christmas and
then the great event of Christmas Eve itself. We were
well along with the preparations and were about to hang
up our stockings after reading the Christmas story and
before trooping upstairs to bed carrying lighted
candles, singing "Santa Claus will come tonight" when
suddenly there was the doorbell ringing.
Who could it
be!? We all crowded behind my father as he went to
open the door and there to our astonishment stood a
most resplendent santa Claus.
He promptly entered the
house, wishing all of us Merry Christmas and finding us
wide eyed and open mouthed.
My mother and father were
as surprised as we the children.
Santa Claus, however,
took it all in stride and went calmly about his
business of asking what we wanted for Christmas, were
we all ready, making sure he identified all of us by
name and then gave each of us a Christmas cookie as he
said goodbye cheerily and went out the door.
My father slipped out the door after Santa Claus
and - he later told us - asked Santa Claus just who was
he? My father really had no idea.
And Santa Clause
sald, as he was the genu i ne thing, "Don't you know who
I a~, why I 'm Santa Claus from the North Pole and Merry
Chrlstmas to all" - and disappeared into the night.
All concerns about big events past present and
future fled with the wonderful generous'presence of
Santa Claus.
And we all had a wonderful holiday.
. My par ents never did learn more about our
Chrlstmas Eve Santa Claus - and I'm not surprised _ I
understand - "I don't need Virginia."

John A. MacLeod, M.D.

