“A Most Deplorable State of Morals”

The Board of Education has just had their attention directed to a most deplorable state of morals
existing in our schools; and the evil has been traced to some degraded persons . . . poisoning the
minds of boys and girls.

Reverend Samuel J. Shaw, pastor of the United Presbyterian Church, was
righteously concerned when the book The Decameron was brought to the
attention of the San Diego school board in January 1903. Several chapters
in the famed novel by the 14th century author Giovanni Boccaccio seemed
objectionable. “For the sake of public morals,” the reverend argued in a
letter addressed to the Public Library trustees, the book needed to be
removed from the library shelves, lest the volume “pollute the thoughts
and hearts of our boys and girls.”

Responding to Rev. Shaw, Trustee Secretary Lydia Horton was apologetic:
“It was owing to a mistake” from a library attendant that the book
appeared on an open shelf. Books such as this, she explained, were
considered “unfit for general circulation” and normally kept separately
from the public collection. The Decameron, however, would remain on the
shelves, albeit in “a special place” accessible only to the librarians. Rev. Samuel J. Shaw
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