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BOOK REVIEW

H
ow do you summarize a 
century in whose complicated 
mess you have actually lived 

− moreover, a century that experienced 
a hurricane of change? A hurricane that 
threatened to cut us loose from the past 
so decisively, it transformed how we 
think about history itself, according to 
historian Eric Hobsbawm.   

The authors of “Trials of the Century” 
do not appear to be daunted. They 
try, indeed, to encapsulate the last 
century via stories of 10 trials chosen 
to represent its decades: Harry Kendall 
Thaw (1900-1910), Leo Max Frank 
(1910-1920), Fatty Arbuckle (1920-
1930), Bruno Hauptmann (1930-1940), 
Wayne Lonergan (1940-1950), Sam 
Sheppard (1950-1960), Richard Speck 
(1960-1970), Charles Manson (1970-
1980), Jean Harris (1980-1990) and O.J. 
Simpson (1990-2000). Each one was 
labeled “the trial of the century” by the 
media.  

Although the format is one case 
per chapter, the focus varies. Some 
concentrate on the trials’ backgrounds; 
others on the trials themselves. The 
disjunction probably reflects the 
contrast in the two authors’ professions. 
Mark J. Phillips is an attorney and law 
professor. Aryn Z. Phillips, his daughter, 
is a graduate student in social and 
behavioral sciences, and the two seem 
to have prepared their assigned chapters 
separately.

But both are fine story-tellers with 

a good instinct for the detail that 
exemplifies the mindset of a period, 
such as Evelyn Nesbit’s request in the 
first trial, which took place in 1907. 
The chorus girl/model/actress who 
married Harry Kendall Thaw, who then 
shot Sanford White, is quoted as asking 
that only male stenographers be present 
during her testimony. What she had to 
say would be “too scarring for women 
to hear.” Her petition is granted as a 
matter of course; and in Thaw’s defense, 
his attorney, Delphin Michael Delmas, 
argues that Thaw’s species of insanity 
is the kind that “makes every American 
man believe…the honor of his wife is 
sacred.”

During Bruno Hauptmann’s 1935 trial 
for the kidnapping of the Lindbergh 
baby, spectators visit the jail where 
Hauptmann is confined and the homes 
of jury members. The American Legion 
leads tours of the courtroom. A popular 
restaurant serves a “special trial lunch” 
of Lindbergh Steak and Hauptmann 
Beans. 

The judge presiding over the 1944 trial 
of Wayne Lonergan for the murder of his 
heiress wife denounces public interest 
in the case, “People should have more 
[curiosity about] … the details of decent 
living and the simple virtues of life and of 
wholesome instincts and habits of piety, 
rather than the worthless and aimless 
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monotony of some of those who have 
been called in this case the café society.” 

 In the 1960s, mass murders garnered 
most attention, but the language was still 
polite, to contemporary readers even old-
fashioned. According to the testimony 
of the only survivor of Richard Speck’s 
rape and killing of eight nurses in 1966, 
he asks his last victim, “Will you please 
put your legs behind my back?” And she 
does. 

The legal matters are laid out in 
clear, straightforward terms. Thus, the 
cases are fun to read, even for readers 
already familiar with the facts. For 
those unfamiliar they are particularly 
interesting. However, when the authors 
attempt to demonstrate that the cases 

illustrate attitudes about poverty, class 
and race in their respective periods in 
American history – e.g., that the Leo 
Max Frank trial exposed the ferocity of 
anti-Semitism in the 1910s or that the 
O.J. Simpson verdict revealed painful 
racial divides in the 1990s – they delve 
no deeper than the obvious. Some 
examination of the horrifying human 
disconnect denoted by the Richard Speck 
and Charles Manson murders (and what 
they presaged) would have given the text 
added dimension. But after reporting 
on their trials, the book jumps to that 
of Jean Harris and the rise of feminism 
in the 1980s. Initially I questioned 
the choice of Fatty Arbuckle’s case as 
representative of the 1920s.  Why not 

Sacco-Vanzetti or Leopold and Loeb, 
which the media also called “trials of the 
century?” Later I suspected they required 
political/philosophical inquiries that 
were too complex. This overview offers 
little analysis even of what is patently the 
main character, the media. Media frenzy 
is lavishly described, yet the fascinating 
topic of how media bias scripted these 
trials is just touched upon. Still, all in 
all, “Trials of the Century” succeeds in 
providing an entertaining review of the 
20th century.
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 In the 1960s, mass murders garnered most attention, but the language 
was still polite, to contemporary readers even old-fashioned. 




