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X had to make a quick choice. One of the
Mongols was in an excellent position to knife him
from the rear. But across the room, another had
come to grips with the redheaded girl. X thought
of himself last and delayed his move for self preser-
vation long enough to shoot a leg out from under the
yellow man who was trying to knife the redhead.

Instantly X dropped almost to all fours in time
to catch the Mongol who sprang from behind him,
by means of a body-block which threw the yellow
man heels over head. . .. The Agent sprang toward
the two Mongols who seemed to be guarding the
masked man. If he could but lay the leader by the
heels the whole elaborate and deadly scheme of the
cult might be defeated.. ..

—from the pages of an issue of
Secret Agent X, one of the
pulp magazine era’s most
thrilling publications.
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PREFACE

WHEN I began working on this book, something over a
year and a half ago, veteran pulp writer W.T. Ballard said
to me, “Your big problem will be deciding what to leave
out.” This turned out to be true. In a book this size, or even
twice this size, it isn’t possible to talk about all the pulp
magazines published in the United States since the 20th
century began. Nor about all the daring heroes and un-
derpaid writers. So I have concentrated on giving a'gen-
eral outline of the whole history of the pulp magazines
and a more detailed account of one specific period in that
history.

The detailed period is that between the two World
Wars, roughly from 1920 to 1940. In those years the pri-
vate eye was born, the masked avengers had one of their
periodic flowerings, Lester Dent wrote a hundred whacky



8

novels about Doc Savage, G-8 took to the air with his
Battle Aces and Frederick Schiller Faust changed his
name to Max Brand. It comes as close as any span of years
to being the heyday of the pulp magazine.

Dozens of people, many of them survivors of the pulp-
wood era, have helped out by providing information,
anecdotes, memories and back issues. I thank them all.




GYD

CHAPTER ONE
THE PULPWOOD ERA

NOBODY liked Frank A. Munsey. When he died, in 1925,
his eulogists said things like, “Frank Munsey contributed
to the journalism of his day the talent of a meat packer,
the morals of a money changer and the manner of an
undertaker.” Even the Dictionary of American Biogra-
phy doesn’t care much for him. “He was not a reformer,
nor an idealist, nor was he deeply interested in any
causes,” says this biographical source book. “His passion
was to found or purchase magazines and, later, newspa-
pers. If one of his magazines failed to earn well he killed
it and began another; if public taste passed from one of
his productions he dropped it to develop another. ... He
progressed from cheap, inconsequential magazines to
more important ones and then to daily newspapers.”
But eras and movements, like people, can’t pick their
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fathers and so a history of the pulp magazines has to
begin with the ruthless and unlikable Munsey. It was
Frank Munsey who at the end of the 19th century in-
vented the pulpwood fiction magazine. If it had not been
for him there might never have been pulps and, conse-
quently, no Tarzan, no Sam Spade, no Dr. Kildare, no Doc
Savage, no Zorro, no Shadow and no Tros of Samothrace.
Zane Grey might have stayed in dentistry and Charles
Atlas might still be a 97-pound-weakling.

What Munsey did was to have an economical notion. A
telegraph operator in his home town of Augusta, Maine,
Frank Munsey left there for New York in 1882, when he
was in his late twenties. He wanted to publish a cheap
fiction weekly of inspirational stories for children. Mun-
sey had a difficult time financing the venture but finally,
as Frank Luther Mott recounts in his history of American
magazines, “the great day came—December 2, 1882—
when the first number of the Golden Argosy, Freighted
with Treasures for Boys and Girls was issued . . . It was
an eight-page small-folio containing the opening of a
serial by Horatio Alger, entitled ‘Do and Dare, or a Brave
Boy’s Fight for a Fortune,” which began on the front page.
Beginning on an inside page was another serial, with the
inspiring title ‘Nick and Nellie, or God Helps Them That
Help Themselves,’ by Edward S. Ellis, famous dime-novel
author and former editor of Golden Days . .. which was
really the model for the Munsey venture.”

At this point Munsey was in competition with a great
many much better established publishers. Weekly story
papers had been offering cheap thrills to the American
public for almost a half century. “Popular literature on
the scale marketed today is as much a product of the
Industrial Revolution as is large-scale manufacture of
any sort,” points out historian Mary Noel. Before the de-
velopment of steam presses and before the completion of
the railroads, printing and distribution of low price
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. magazines was impossible. Says Miss Noel, “In 1830 the

United States, with its population of thirteen million, had
more so-called newspapers than Europe . .. Such papers,
consisting of a huge sheet folded once to make the stand-
ard four pages of those early days, provided the cheapest
possible format for popular fiction. In the 1830’s and early
1840’s the United States Post Office added its important
encouragement to this format. Without a well-developed
system of railroads, there could be no great express sys-
tem in America and without such a system the retailing
of cheap and popular literature through newsstands was
an impossibility. . . . The postman himself was America’s
leading literary agent.”

By Munsey’s day the printing and distribution of the
fiction papers had vastly improved and he also had to
worry about competition from the dime novels. These
had developed originally as spin-offs of the literary news-
papers, but soon turned into a major genre on their own.
The publishing firm of Beadle & Adams had tried the
books out during the Civil War and soon found them-
selves among that conflict’s major profiteers. The books,
according to Miss Noel, “met the requirements of the sim-
ple, little-educated men in the Union Army, and by the
end of the war Beadle had sold 4,000,000 copies of his
dime novels.” In 1889, while Frank Munsey was still
floundering and was over $20,000 in debt, Street & Smith
went into the dime novel business. They had been in the
fiction weekly line since the 1850’s and they soon found
the five- and ten-cent novels were equally profitable.

Munsey meanwhile was having a time one biographer
describes as “financially fruitless.” He kept modifying his
publication. He trimmed the title down to Argosy and
aimed it at juveniles and adults instead of children. In
1891 he started another magazine, titled Munsey’s. This
was a low priced, illustrated, general audience magazine
and it did well, providing Munsey with both money and
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inspiration. He decided to gain for Argosy the kind of
general adult audience Munsey’s was reaching. And at
the same time he had that economical notion mentioned
above. Cheaper paper. “Tinkering with his Argosy,” says
Magazines In The Twentieth Century, “he made it an
all-fiction magazine and switched to a rough wood-pulp
paper because he thought the story was more important
than what it was printed on. Publishers of cheap fiction
may have seen that the pulp could save postage. As single
publications, dime novels were not eligible for the low
second-class postal rates; the pulp magazine was . . .”
Munsey’s new package for mass fiction was a fat pulp
paper magazine with no pictures and the public soon
decided they liked buying the stuff that way. Argosy’s
circulation quickly climbed to 80,000 per issue and by the
early 1900’s the magazine was selling a half-million cop-
ies a month. During the first dozen successful years of
Munsey’s and Argosy, Frank Munsey not only got out of
debt, he earned a net profit of nine million dollars. During
the First World War, by which time he’d added All-Story
and Cavalier to his pulp fiction titles, Munsey made Ar-
gosy a weekly again—something he had been unable to
keep it in its first faltering years. Until the Munsey Com-
pany introduced Detective Fiction Weekly in the 1920’s,
all the Munsey pulp fiction magazines had been broadly
general. Every story category that was later to have pulps
of its own appeared in Argosy, from love to science fiction
with plenty of cowboys, detectives and ape men in be-
tween.

Street & Smith followed Munsey into the pulps. They
started Popular Magazine in 1903, first as a juvenile and
then as an imitation of Argosy, “stressing action, adven-
ture and the outdoors.” Top-Notch, another general
fiction magazine, followed in 1910. Then Street & Smith
got the notion that there might be money in specializing
and this resulted in Detective Story, Western Story, Love
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Story, Sea Stories and Sport Story. When this last title
showed up, in 1923, the dime novels were long gone and
the pulpwood magazine was the dominant format for ad-
venture and romantic fiction. At the close of the First
World War there were barely two dozen different pulp
titles, but by the middle Depression years over two hun-
dred separate pulps were on sale. Other long-established
publishing firms, such as Doubleday and the Butterick
Company, had also come into cheap fiction magazines.
Doubleday took over Short Stories in 1910 and later added
a cowboy pulp, West, and a mystery and adventure pulp,
Star. Butterick’s chief pulp was Adventure. Brand new
people set up shop, too, and contributed to the proliferat-
ing titles of the years between the wars. A highly success-
ful chain in the ’20’s was the one founded by William
Clayton. Clayton’s funds were derived from the earlier
impressive sales of a tame girlie magazine called Snappy
Stories. Jumping to adventure and mystery pulps, Clay-
ton built up a line of a dozen or more titles. An editor who
sold him several titles and format ideas-among them
Clues, Ace-High and Five Novels-told me that “before the
Depression struck in 1929-30 Clayton had netted several
million dollars. Up to that time he was the richest pulp
publisher in the business. He went broke in 1932.” In-
cluded in the magazines Clayton was forced to sell was
Astounding Science Fiction, which, as Analog, is one of
the very few pulps to survive into the present.

A publisher who fared better was George T. Delacorte.
He founded Dell Publishing in 1922, and is still at it. Dela-
corte’s earliest magazines were pulps, most notably War
Birds. He also published the Depression humor maga-
zine Ballyhoo, and as early as 1929 was experimenting
with four-color comic books, a type of cheap magazine
that would eventually help kill off the pulps. The Fawcett
brothers, Wilford and Roscoe, also went into pulpwood
magazines. But their pulps never did as well as such other
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Fawcett magazines as Captain Billy’s Whiz-Bang, Cap-
tain Marvel Comics and True. Aaron A. Wyn, described
as “a strapping six-footer, newshawk on the Pacific coast,
school teacher in Idaho, cowhand in Wyoming and able
seaman,” built his Ace Publishing Company on pulps.
Ned L. Pines, who started the Popular Library paperback
house, had one of the largest pulp lines of the 1930’s. He
started in the magazine field in 1927, with a periodical
called College Life. “In 1930 Street & Smith, one of the
best customers of the American News Company, left that
organization to have its publications independently dis-
tributed,” explains Frank L. Schick in The Paperbound
Book in America. “Ned Pines was asked to fill the gap
created by this withdrawal. He launched a number of
fiction magazines.” Helping Pines with the launching
was his long-time friend Leo Margulies, veteran of as-
sorted Munsey enterprises. The two young men brought
out numerous pulps, including The Phantom Detective.
Their magazines sold for ten cents and were meant to
compete with and undersell the Street & Smith pulps on
the Depression newsstands. The Depression created an-
other mammoth dispenser of cheap thrills, Popular Pub-
lications. Founded by Henry Steeger and Harold S. Gold-
smith in the early Thirties, the Popular house featured
“Dime” in the titles of their first magazines— Dime Detec-
tive, Dime Sports, Dime Adventures—usually Street &
Smith’s generic titles with a cheaper price stuck in front.
Popular prospered, eventually buying out a good many of
its competitors.

A standard pulp magazine format had been arrived at
by the 1920’s and most of the houses conformed to it. The
average pulp consisted of 128 rough-edged pulpwood pa-
per pages and had a cover of more expensive, coated
stock. The cover served as a package and an advertise-
ment and so it was both bright and provocative. Basic
colors and intense action prevailed. Sales appeal was
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more important than art, and one cover painter remem-
bers being told that all the covers he did for a certain
Western pulp had to be predominantly yellow, because
yellow sold well off the stands. He painted several dozen
yellow cowboy covers. The interiors of the pulps were,
visually, a letdown, and you had to actually read the sto-
ries to get anywhere near the thrills promised by the
cover. Later comic books, somewhat like buffered aspirin,
cut down the time it took for the action to get from‘the
page to the brain—and they took away much of the pulps’
audience. Sometime after World War I, illustrators like
Frank Hoffman took to doing illustrations for the slick
magazines using India ink and water color brushes. This
black and white dry-brush technique, as perfected by
Hoffman, “inspired countless imitators among the pulp
magazine illustrators, who found the technique ideally
suited to reproduction in line,” according to art historian
Walt Reed. Though a lot of pulp illustration was hurried
or inept, there were quite a few good men illustrating for
the pulpwoods in the 1920’s and 1930’s. For a brief period
even Rockwell Kent’s stark black and white spots showed
up in pulps, in the pages of Adventure.

The older Munsey pulps had run as many as four seri-
als per issue, but by the anxious '20’s the continued story
was diminishing in popularity and the most an editor
would dare offer the impatient public of the jazz age was
one serial. Often, magazines tried to give the impression
that-the continuing episodes of a novel were really just
short stories that happened to feature the same charac-
ters all the time. As a rule, a pulp magazine ran about a
half dozen short stories and one or two longer pieces of
fiction. The term Complete Novel was applied, depending
on the integrity of the publisher and the supposed gulli-
bility of the readers, to everything from an 8,000-word
short story to a real novel ten times that long.

In addition to roughly 200,000 words of fiction, most
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pulps offered their customers all manner of short fea-
tures. The letter column was the most frequent filler. A
good part of the letters always sounded, no matter what
the decade, like this one Gilbert G. Hale of Worcester,
Massachusetts sent to All-Story in 1916:

To the Editor:

Over a year ago, while spending a vacation at Bustin’s
Island, Casco Bay, Maine, I picked up one of your maga-
zines, intending to pass away a few moments of spare
time, and ever since reading that copy I have been an
ardent enthusiast.

Frequently readers were in a more technical-minded
mood:

The front cover of the April 30 issue shows the left
fore-arm, right hand and bow and arrow of what is ap-
parently an American Indian archer. Now, what I want
to know is, did any one ever know of an Indian using
the method of arrow release employed by the archer in
this picture?

And, just as frequently, eager to help out the editors:

Sirs:

I've just finished the July AMAZING STORIES and
here’s my rating on the stories:

1. Gods of the Jungle—the best serial in a long time!

2. The Return of Hawk Carse—how about a sequel?

3. Squadron of the Damned—make O’Brien continue
this thrilling story!

4. The World Beyond—Cummings is always writing
about a new Utopia!

5. The Powers of Darkness—Swain is a master of sus-
pense!

Here’s my rating of the illustrations . . .
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Clubs and services abounded during the pulp’s golden
age. You could join the Doc Savage Club, the War Birds
Flying Club, the Ends-of-the-Earth Club, the Spider
League for Crime Prevention, the Friends of the Phantom
and dozens more. Even the American Legion, as we’ll see
in a later chapter, began as a pulp magazine club. Several
pulps ran information services for readers, the largest-
scale operation being “Ask Adventure.” This section gave
the curious reader half a hundred experts or more whom
he could query directly. Topics covered included Camp-
ing and Woodcraft, Tropical Forestry, Taxidermy, Avia-
tion, Asia and the Sea. Vast topics such as the Sea, were
divided into parts. For American Waters information you
had to contact Lt. Harry E. Riesenberg of Alexandria, Va.
For British Waters you got in touch with Captain Dingle.
Adventure carried, as did many of the cowboy pulps, a
missing persons service for readers. Theirs was called
“Lost Trails” and printed pages of small type, often sad,
items such as: '

Dutch. Please write to your old pal.

Romans, Donald L. Last heard of in Los Angeles, in 1921.
Please write to your mother or me.

Conrad, Ira L. Known as “Silvers.” U.S.M.C., 1907. Last
seen in Milwaukee, Wis., 1907, working as molder for Filer
& Stoddard Foundry Co. His one time pal and friend Wil-
liam R. Bethel would like to hear from him.

Also sandwiched in with the stories were puzzle and
problem-solving features. Detective Fiction Weekly, for
instance, offered “Solving Cipher Secrets” by M.E.
Ohaver, a code-breaking section filled with challenging
messages like: UNG CPGBUN TK UNG ATPRORL, etc.

The pulpwood magazines also involved their readers in
the world of advertising. Usually small space, one column
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by an inch or two, the pulp advertisers offered such things
as health and well-being:

BURNING FEET

Ended In 3 Seconds

Bladder Sufferers Make FREE Test
Ruptured?

Correct Your Nose!!

Defer Life’s Afternoon
With REJUVI-MATE

4 Inches Of Muscle Put
On Your Arms

Another commodity was money:

Find GOLD!

I'll Fill your pocketbook
and Give You a Brand New
Ford Tudor Sedan

We Will Pay $500
Just for a Baby’s Name

And, particularly during the Depression, the need of a job
was exploited:

Do You Want a U.S. GOV'T.
Position?

Earn Money At Home

Be A Railway Traffic Inspector
Learn Electricity .

Big Money Selling Shirts

3
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Sex sold well, too:
Lonely?

Female Beauty Round The World
World’s Greatest Collection of
Strange and Secret Photographs

What Compelling POWERS Did the
Great Lovers of History POSSESS?

Illustrated Booklets & Novelties
The Kind Men Like!

The pulps sold fountain pens, contraceptives, hamsters,
false teeth, giant toads, radios, eyeglasses, education, ven-
triloquism secrets and Tillie & Mac comic booklets.

But they also sold heroes.



CHAPTER TWO
HEROES FOR SALE

For our purposes it is sufficient to define a hero as a human

figure—real or imaginary or both—who has shown great-
ness in some achievement.

—Daniel ]J. Boorstin,

The Image

A good many of the products of popular culture have
always been generated by the preoccupations and anxie-
ties of children and adolescents. This means that the
mass entertainments of any period will invariably be
much concerned with action and identity. Speaking
about school age children, Dr. Benjamin Spock says,
“They delight in stories in which good is pitted against
evil and always wins in the end. And since this is the
stage when they feel from within the necessity to bottle
up and control their aggressive impulses in daily life,
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there is all the more reason to dream of bold adventures
and violent battles.”

As kids move through the precarious territory between
childhood and adolescence their absorption with roles
and occupations grows. “They are sometimes morbidly,
often curiously, preoccupied with what they appear to be
in the eyes of others as compared with what they feel they
are,” writes Erik Erikson of young people in their later
school years, “and with the question of how to connect the
roles and skills cultivated earlier with the ideal proto-
types of the day.” Popular entertainment that is going to
appeal to youth, then, has to offer both distractions from
and simplified solutions to some of the problems involved
in getting from ten to twenty. One basic cultural product
that offers both action and alternate identity is the
fictional hero.

As was noted in the previous chapter, the pulps had
many predecessors in the low-price heroics field. A quick
look at some of the predecessors of the pulp heroes is
pertinent at this early point in our history. Heroes had
begun to become increasingly accessible back in the 19th
century. From the early 1800’s on, the people in America
grew more literate and printing grew faster and cheaper.
As the century progressed, more and more people were
able to, and wanted to, read about famous men—politi-
cians, soldiers and celebrities. The word celebrity was
first used as a noun in the 1850’s, when improvements in
communications were making it much easier to be well-
known. Besides real heroes, the unfolding 19th century
offered a growing number of made-up heroes, and quite
a few, like Daniel Boone, Davy Crockett, Kit Carson and
Buffalo Bill, who were partly real and a good deal ficti-
tious. Magazines blossomed. You could now subscribe to
them for next to nothing. Cheap books became abundant,
and heroes multiplied until the end of the century—OIld
Sleuth, Frank Reade, Jr, Nick Carter, Frank Merriwell,



22 CHEAP THRILLS

Deadwood Dick and even Roaring Ralph Rockwood the
Ruthless Ranger.

The Wild West, destined to be one of the staples of the
pulps, was invented before the cowboy. The first western
heroes were the trailblazers, hunters, scouts. In talking of
the middle of the 19th century, of the time when the Wild
West became a popular literature subject, Professor
Henry Nash Smith says, “For Americans of that period
there were two quite distinct Wests: the commonplace
domesticated area within the agricultural frontier, and
the Wild West beyond it. The agricultural West was tedi-
ous; its inhabitants belonged to a despised social class.
The Wild West was by contrast an exhilarating region of
adventure and comradeship in the open air.” Daniel
Boone was one of the earliest real wilderness men to be
turned into a fictional hero. ]

Then came Kit Carson. Mountain man and scout Kit
Carson, according to Smith, “owed his fame to Jessie Ben-
ton Fremont’s skillful editing of her husband’s reports of
his exploring in the early 1840’s. Although these narra-
tives had been widely read before 1846, the Mexican War
created an even greater audience for them by bringing to
bear on everything related to the winning of the West the
yeasty nationalism aroused by the conflict.” Kit Carson’s
eminence coincided with the development of the weekly
story papers and he was soon fitted into the pattern re-
quired by steam literature. The Carson character ap-
peared in story paper serials and dime novels in such
adventures as Kit Carson, The Prince of the Gold Hunters
and The Fighting Trapper; Or, Kit Carson To The Rescue.
He is written of as a renowned Indian fighter, daredevil
horseman, slayer of wild animals. He is a loner, self-con-
tained in a vast savage wilderness.

The Wild West story now began to proliferate in the
fiction papers and five and dime novels. Characters
named Seth Jones, Nick Whiffles, and Kent the Ranger

I e
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appear. And, in the words of Henry Nash Smith, “the
~ outworn formulas had to be given zest by constant search
after novel sensations. Circus tricks of horsemanship, in-
credible feats of shooting, more and more elaborate cos-
tumes, masks and passwords were introduced.” In the
1860’s and ’70’s, such heroes as Mustang Sam, who wore
a velvet and silk costume, and Moccasin Mat, a former
Texas Ranger with a mighty horse called Storm Cloud,
appeared.

In 1869, the best remembered of the semi-real wild
westerners made his fiction debut. During Christmas
week of that year a serial titled Buffalo Bill, the King of
the Border Men began running in Street & Smith’s New
York Weekly. The adventure was the work of Col. Ned
Buntline, the pen name of a long-time hack named Ed-
ward Z.C. Judson. Buntline had been in the cheap fiction
trade since the late 1830’s and was the author of such
works as The Black Avenger of the Spanish Main; Or, the
Fiend of Blood and The Red Revenger; Or, the Pirate King
of the Floridas. He had also ghosted political tracts and
had bumped into William F. Cody while at Fort McPher-
son, Nebraska. Buntline was there trying to persuade a
well-known Indian scout to let himself be fictionalized,
but the man refused and sent Buntline to talk to the young
and obscure Cody, who had already hunted down and
killed enough buffalo to earn the nickname Buffalo Bill.
Cody appears to have needed money and he entered into
partnership with Buntline. Numerous serials and novels
followed as well as Wild West shows and theatricals. Col.
Buntline is said to have made upwards of $20,000 by turn-
ing Wm. F. Cody into a property. When Buffalo Bill and
his first biographer argued over profits, Cody fired Bunt-
line and hired Colonel Prentiss Ingraham. The saga con-
tinued for the rest of the century and into the 20th.

Another highly successful Wild West hero of the late
19th century was Deadwood Dick. His adventures were
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written by Edward L. Wheeler and he appeared in a se-
ries of Beadle Company dime novels. Wheeler, who had
never been in the west, was fond of alliterative titles. |
Deadwood Dick at Danger Divide, Deadwood Dick’s Dia-
monds, etc. Dick, who took his name from the mining
town in the Dakota Territory, was not a scout or a trapper.
He is, in the majority of his adventures, a freelance, a
man of independent income who travels the Wild West.
He is accompanied by his coterie and they delight in
righting wrongs. Wheeler’'s novels also introduced
Calamity Jane, who wore men’s clothes—including a
jacket with ten-dollar gold pieces for buttons and a belt of
self-cocking five-shooters. Wheeler spoke of Calamity |
and Dick as “two wild spirits who have learned each
other’s faults and each other’s worth, in lives branded
with commingled shame and honor.”

Wild West heroes continued into the 20th century.
Some, as we'll see later, turned into pulp heroes. One of
the later of the Buffalo Bill-Deadwood Dick types to ap-
pear was Young Wild West. He showed up in the Wild |
West Weekly, which began in 1902. Each week he was
featured in a thirty-thousand-word novel attributed to An
Old Scout. Some of his adventures were Young Wild West, |
the Lasso King; or, The Crooked Gang of ‘Straight’ Ranch |
and Young Wild West, in the Grand Canyon; or, A Finish
Fight with Outlaws. Old Scout often described his hero as
“a dashing-looking young horseman with flowing light
chestnut hair. Attired in a fancy hunting suit of buckskin,
trimmed elaborately with scarlet silk fringe, and seated
on the back of a splendid sorrel stallion, he made a true
picture of a Western hero.” Young Wild West, also known
as the Champion Deadshot of the West and the Prince of
the Saddle, was also a freelance adventurer. He and his |
sidekicks owned mine stock and “could well afford to pur- |
sue their favorite hobby, which was traveling about the
country on horseback in search of adventure and what-

g
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ever fortune they might chance to come across.” Young
Wild West'’s circle included an old scout called Cheyenne
Charlie, a young man named Jim Dart, two Chinese ser-
vants and an assortment of sweethearts. Young Wild
West, who survived into the late 1920’s, is still something
of the gentleman out west. But the real cowboy was on the
horizon and he was to flourish in the pulps.

Gilbert Patten and his wife and son were living mod-
estly in Maine when Street & Smith asked him to create
Frank Merriwell, a versatile and athletic hero who would
influence a whole generation of pulp writers. Patten, then
in his late twenties, had been writing for the fiction week-
lies and dime novels since he was sixteen. The dime novel
had begun to fade as the end of the 19th century ap-
proached and, as one historian puts it, “Street & Smith
were alert to changing times. For a year or more they had
detected a gradual falling off in demand for the five-cent
weeklies. The Wild West type was notably fading. Of the
detectives, only Nick Carter was holding fast. It was pat-
ently time for a new series, or library as they were
known.” Ormond Smith, a second generation Smith,
asked Patten to try a series about a schoolboy hero, whose
life was filled not only with the academic but with adven-
ture and athletics.

This hero, christened with the open and healthy name
of Frank Merriwell, was to be upper middle class so he
could afford both college and adventure. He was to have,
Smith suggested to Patten, a circle that included a Dutch-
man, an Irishman and a character with “any other dia-
lect you are familiar with.” The stories were to be signed
Burt L. Standish and, after a dozen or so episodes at prep
school, Frank Merriwell was to go on to Yale. Not a col-
lege man himself, Patten’s closest connection with Yale
up to then was when a melodrama of his folded in New
Haven. But, like many pulp writers to come, he was able
to fake it. Frank Merriwell made his debut in the Tip Top
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Weekly in 1896 and was for more than two decades the
best known Yale man in the world. Not that there had
been a lack of school and college boy heroes before Mer-
riwell, but they didn’t fit the 1890’s as well as he did. Blood
and thunder was still important, though some new no-
tions of what a hero should be were even more important.
What Street & Smith had brought forth in Frank Mer-
riwell was, as Stewart Holbrook points out in his account
of the Merriwell career, “the authentic, patented, All-
American youth—gentlemanly, educated, adventurous,
brave, handsome, brilliant, athletic, healthy, and almost
unbearably clean-living.” New ambitions and standards
were affecting the public as the new century approached
and it showed in the kind of heroes they wanted.

Detectives seem not to have become abundant as
fictional heroes until relatively late in the 19th century.
Poe’s stories of Dupin had appeared in 1841 and did not
start much of a trend. The detective novels of the French-
man Gaboriau, written in the 1860’s, were widely pirated
in America as were those of Dickens and Wilkie Collins.
Bleak House, published in 1852, briefly features Inspector
Bucket, the first detective to appear in British fiction. Col-
lins’ books, such as The Moonstone, of 1868, also made
use of professional detectives.

It is likely that the activities and memoirs of Alan Pink-
erton and the private detective agency he founded in 1850
were also influences on the development of cheap fiction
detective stories in the United States. Pinkerton eventu-
ally gathered some of his cases in a book and this case
book was issued with the Pinkerton slogan “We Never
Sleep” and his wide-open eye trademark on the cover.
Other case books followed. By the 1880’s the story paper
publishers were issuing libraries about a number of
sleuths and investigators. Old Cap Collier, Old King
Brady and Old Sleuth. Old Sleuth had first appeared in
the Fireside Companion in 1872. Of this type of detective,
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Mary Noel says, “The detective stories of the publications
made no fundamental change in either characterization
or plot. They simply substituted a detective for some
other man or hero. The detective went right on rescuing
heroines from their abductors.” The increasing
popularity of Old Sleuth and similar detectives, Mary
Noel attributes as much to an urban setting for the stories
as to their plots. “The detective was perfectly adapted to
the confused traffic and bewildering ways of the rapidly
growing city.”

One of the hardiest of 19th-century detectives was Nick
Carter, a Street & Smith product. He made his bow in a
cameo part in their New York Weekly in the Fall of 1886
in a story entitled The Old Detective’s Pupil; or, The Mys-
terious Crime of Madison Square. He soon became the top
banana with a series of his own. The creator of the fa-
mous master sleuth was John Coryell, a relative of one of
the Smiths. When Coryell was promoted to writing love
stories, the company looked for a new writer to take over.
“Nick Carter might have suffered the fate of many other
short-lived Street & Smith heroes if Frederick Mar-
maduke Van Rensselaer Dey had not happened on the
scene,” Robert Clurman tells us in his introduction to
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