D2 Sunday, May 5, 2024

THE SALT LAKE TRIBUNE

A novel published 50 years ago was repeatedly
banned. Fighting for it shaped its author’s life.

Robert Cormier’s “The
Chocolate War” became
one of the countrny s
most challenged books.

By BRIAN RAFTERY
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Top left » Robert Cormier, author of “The Chocolate War™ Above » Alyne Farrell, a former Mowat Middle School who
protested a schoobwide ban agamst a select number of novels in 1986, & shown at her home in Ventura, Calif, on April 4.

for its “negativism”); Columbia,
South Carolina (for “pervasive
vulgarity™); and Groton. Massa-
chusetts (for “less than whole-
some sexual activity).”

Cormier spent hours respond-
ing to the various book-ban
squabbles — a job he resented at
times. “I am furious, because |
would rather be working on my
novel,” he wrote in a draft for
an essay. “Or even looking out
the window, thinking about my
novel”

In many cases, the book was
eventually reinstated, though in
some cases, students still needed
special permission to get a copy
“Even when you win, you lose.”
Cormier wrote

By the late 1980s, a conserva-
tive political wave was sweep-
ry. and opposition
to “The Chocolate War”™
some of Cormier
books — increased. Ac-

“The Chocolate War™ was by
then the most-challenged book
in the United States, ahead of
“The Catcher in the Rye” and “Of
Mice and Men.”

“The fundamentalists are
certainly rolling in high gear,”
Cormier wrote in 1987, “and it
gives me the chills”

He responded by inviting ed-
ucators to his Massachusetts
home, granting numerous in-
terviews and cos ing with
supporters and critics alike. He
was anguished when he heard

from teachers whose jobs were
on the line because they wanted
to use “The Chocolate War.” He
wondered if he should encour-
age them
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one of the few young adult novels
to aggravate grown-ups across
multiple generations of Jan
uary, it was still on at least one
banned book list in Florida.

For all the book-ban skirmish-
es Cormier waded into, nothing
had prepared him for the ordeal
in Panama City.

The fight had been ignited not

by “The Chocolate War,” but by
another Cormier novel: “I Am
the Cheese,” his 1977 thrill-
er about a troubled young man
who can’t remember his past
When the parent of a Mowat
seventh-grader objected to the
book — citing its language and
“morbid and depressing” tone
— school officials immediate.
ly yanked it from classes, along
with a few other titles, including
“The Chocolate War” and Susan
Beth Pfeffer’s “About David.” a
1980 novel about teen suicide.

For Farrell, whose ninth-grade
English curriculum at Mowat in-
cluded “1 Am the Cheese.” the de-
cision felt like a step backward
She and several other teachers
had spent years revamping the
school'’s English department, get-
ting rid of decades-old grammar
textbooks and looking for provoc-
ative new stories that would get
their students interested in read-
ing. Cormier’s novels were a per-
fect fit

The Mowat teachers pushed
back on the ban, prompting an
angry backlash. A grandparent
with connections to Mowat was
so offended by “The Chocolate
War” that he took out an ad in
a local paper, highlighting snip-
pets of the book’s dialogue that

included words like “bastard”
vd “goddamn.”

“Your child’s TEXTBOOKS,”
the ad read. “HAVE YOU READ
THEM?"

“Once they lit into poor old
Robert Cormier,” Farrell said,
&= didn't stand a chance.”

Public meetings grew tense,
and according to one account
from the time, a school super-
intendent barged into the En-
glish department’s workroom
and scolded the teachers for
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championing “depressing” books.
Predictably, the controversy
made the book a bestseller in lo-
cal stores.

Then things turned scary: Af-
ter alocal TV reporter revealed
th petition supporting the
ban contained invalid signa-
tures, she woke up to the smell
of smoke and found that a flam-
mable liquid had been set ablaze
under her apartment door.

When 1 see the situation
at Mowat, I can only shudder,”
Cormier wrote in a letter to the
teachers. “I remember being in
precarious situations as a report-
er. but never with death threats
and arson.”

Book banning in Pana-
ma City continued, eventual-
Iy growing to include such clas-
sics as “The Great Gatsby™ and
“Twelfth Night.” It wasn't until a
group of students — led by Far-
rell’s 13-year-old daughter, Jen-
nifer — filed a federal class-ac-
tion lawsuit in 1987, claiming
their constitutional rights had
been violated. that officials slow-
Iy began returning titles back to
classrooms.

Eventually, Cormier made
his way to Panama City and met
with the Mowat teachers.

“He wanted us to know that he
was pleased,” Farrell said. “He
was giving us all the credit.”

By then, the dust-up in Pana-
ma City was quieting down. But,
as with so many book-ban fights,
no one walked away from the
battle feeling triumphant.

“There was no big victory,”
inifer Farrell, now 50, said.
“Everyone lost. It was a time
when the excitement of fighting
against oppression should have
been uplifting, and it wasn't at
all. In the end, it made the en-
tire community suffer.”

Still, for all his regrets about
the trouble “The Chocolate War™
had caused for others, Cormier
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