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“He was the hero of a
 hundred fights and the victim
 of a hundred wrongs.”

—Richard J. Walsh, The Making of Buffalo Bill 
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INTRODUCTION
The Great Rascal

ON A BRIGHT LATE SUMMER’S DAY IN 1869, a locomotive pulled up to the depot of the tiny station at North Platte, Nebraska. Passengers with business in the small town or at nearby Fort McPherson stepped onto the platform and began making inquiries about transportation and accommodations. The occasion was momentous, as this was one of the first cross-country excursions since the completion of the Transcontinental Railroad at Promontory Summit, Utah, on May 10 of that year. The singularity of the experience meant it was still new, still exciting, even to read about; people lucky enough to experience it had a sense that they were part of history. The overland journey from San Francisco to Council Bluffs, Iowa, had previously taken months and entailed enormous hardship and danger. Now, the trip required only a few days, and—apart from the nominal discomfort of the rail coaches and uneven quality of the cuisine—it was a pleasurable outing by comparison.

Among the disembarking passengers was a stocky figure of a man wearing a frock coat festooned with about twenty gold medals and badges of membership, honor, and rank, representing a variety of fraternal, sectarian, semi-political, and quasi-secret organizations. As he blinked into the bright sunlight of the Nebraska plains, he likely weighed the options of hiring a buggy or taking a horse of his own for a ride out to Fort McPherson. Which option he chose is not recorded, but it would not have been in character for him to arrive at the fort perched on a wagon seat with the hoi polloi. He was a man who knew the importance of making an entrance. He most probably hired his own conveyance. He could, as it happened, well afford to do so.

The man’s name was Edward Zane Carroll Judson, but anyone aboard the train who made his acquaintance had most likely learned that he was “Colonel” Ned Buntline—Son of Temperance, political organizer, social reformer, raconteur, orator, publisher and editor of literary periodicals, and, most famously, a nationally known author of arguably more publications than any living writer. Indeed, he had recently claimed he was one of the best-paid writers in the country, pointing to his $15,000 yearly income, derived from his pen.* In an era when twenty-five dollars a week was considered a princely wage for a skilled laborer or well-educated businessman, the amount was stupendous. That Judson was also a bigamist, a slanderer and blackmailer and notorious scoundrel, an inciter of riots and a fugitive from justice, and very possibly a murderer, an ex-convict, deadbeat, philanderer, and one of the world’s greatest liars likely did not come up in conversation.*

To Judson, such alarming details of his past were distracting slanders collected and ascribed to him by personal enemies and political and professional rivals—the pettily jealous and desperately envious. Had he been accused of such to his face, he might well have decided the matter with pistols or cutlasses. Alternatively, he might have invited his accuser to join him for a drink. Insofar as he was concerned, he was a socially conscious gentleman, a celebrity of the first order, an amiable and dependable companion, and as solid a patriotic citizen as the United States had thus far produced. He was also, and not incidentally, one of the most widely read authors in America.

Ned Buntline, as he preferred to be known in public and as he was referred to in the press, was not, apparently, a particularly imposing figure. Never an especially handsome man, his face, which usually sported a thick mustache, was creased and scarred by worry and wounds that had stalked him through forty-six years of incredible adventure; but he owned a confident smile and an affable manner. Slightly shorter than average, he had red hair and bright eyes, a booming voice, and a tongue glib enough to win strangers over quickly and, from all accounts, permanently. Few men with such a nefarious past could boast so many loyal friends, eager to come to his side at the slightest hint of trouble, ready to vouch for him or provide money when it was called for, even though he had bilked some out of large amounts of cash and left others holding an embarrassing bag of trouble when he skipped town. He seems to have been one of the most personally charming individuals of his era, capable of wooing the hearts of beautiful women and of reconciling them not only to his rambunctious lifestyle and bombastic manner, but also to accepting and apparently forgiving his chronic bigamy and reprehensible escapades.

Temperance man though he was, he was no stranger to strong drink, and he had a reputation for indulgence. He was in the habit of lecturing on the evils of liquor so effectively as to collect hundreds of signatures on The Pledge; then he would invite the crowd to join him at the nearest saloon for a celebratory libation. One observer at Fort McPherson reported that Judson appeared to walk as if he were drunk. He may well have been, but in this instance, it’s doubtful that alcohol caused the uneven gait. Judson’s pronounced limp was not the result of war wounds, as he often averred, any more than the ugly scars on his chest were the results of Seminole arrows or Mexican lances or Confederate bullets, as he also sometimes claimed. His stuttering step was more likely caused by chronic sciatica and periodic arthritis, complicated by an imperfectly healed broken leg, sustained as he leapt from a three-story window while trying (unsuccessfully) to escape a Nashville lynch mob.*

If the term “live large” had been part of the argot of his time, it would have applied to Judson more than to anyone else. He probably would have preferred the Latin admonition carpe diem (seize the day), for more than anything else, Judson was an avid opportunist. He was no more than twelve years old when he impulsively jumped aboard a merchant ship pulling away from the Philadelphia docks and launched a five- or six-year nautical career that provided him not only with a stockpile of stories of pirate kings and Latin American revolutionaries, but also with his pseudonym, Ned Buntline. A buntline is the straight rope at the bottom of a square sail.

By the age of thirty, he had seen more, done more, suffered more, and accomplished more than any dozen other men might. He was the founder of a half-dozen magazines and a celebrated author of stories, novelettes, articles, broadsides, scandal sheets, political diatribes, temperance lectures, reformist oratory, poetry, and at least one hymn. Yet none of it seemed to him remarkable enough to be recounted without the adornment of hyperbole or an outright lie. In a literary epoch when the tall tale would form the basis for the publishing efforts of Mark Twain, Artemus Ward, and Bret Harte, Judson outdid them all. The facts of any matter merely formed a starting point, although he always claimed that the stories he told were true in every detail. The trick was to tell them before anyone else could and to be well paid for the exercise. In this, perhaps, more than any other endeavor, he was an unrivaled master.* Later admirers would call him “The King of the Dime Novel,” and while such a coronation might be open to challenge, no other writer so completely made the form his own as did Ned Buntline.

In the words of his chief biographer, Jay Monaghan, Judson was a “great rascal,” and, in the parlance of the time, both a mountebank and humbug. Almost nothing he said about his life was strictly true. He frequently lied about his birth date; even the exact place of his birth isn’t known for sure.* But for all his flaws of character, he had a pronounced and demonstrable sense of integrity. He championed no cause he did not fervently believe in, and he was quick to put his life and safety on the line to support a principle. He was also a philanthropist, a bibliophile, a naturalist, and a politically active citizen of his hometown. Part confidence man and part swindler, he was also a proponent of law and order and supporter of civic institutions. He was a doting father, a loving husband to no fewer than six and possibly seven wives and, allegedly, a dozen mistresses.* He was as comfortable among the wealthy and famous as he was among political radicals, unwashed sailors, bums, gangsters, and other habitués of the Bowery saloons of New York and the back-alley brothels of Philadelphia and Cincinnati. He was seemingly as content to take a simple meal at a riverport inn as he was dining at Delmonico’s in Manhattan.

A difficult man to discourage, he was familiar with the inside of jails, prisons, and military stockades, and had, from time to time, been accosted in the street and beaten badly. Once, he was hanged by a mob, but was cut down before he choked to death. He’d been chased out of New York on a yacht that he effectively stole, using the boat to help him jump bail posted against charges of slander, spousal abandonment, and incitement to riot. He once fired a broadside with a cannon loaded with wadded-up Union Jacks at a British man o’war, and on another occasion he led a posse to run down murderers. He knew the gnawing hunger of being totally without prospects and the exhilaration of organizing a street mob into military formations and sending them forth into battle against well-armed state militias. He also was, somehow, an expert horseman, a crack shot, an accomplished swordsman, and an inveterate hunter and fisherman. He was a veteran sailor of the high seas and, as a proclaimed hero, the youngest commissioned midshipman in the U.S. Navy.* He had field experience (albeit dubious) in the Seminole Wars in Florida and with the Mosquito Fleet patrolling the Mexican coast and had tasted the blandishments of Caribbean ports and fought numerous duels to protect his honor.*

Exceedingly erudite and rhetorically astute, he had a remarkable knack for prose style, especially for a man with no formal education. He had an impressive vocabulary and a way with words that could provoke as often as they persuaded.* He wrote exposés about crime and indecency and railed against sweatshops and slums, but he also was a denizen of the lowest haunts and dens of iniquity and worked his own people hard for low wages as they produced his magazines. He was a public moralist and self-proclaimed “America first” patriot who named and possibly founded The American or Know-Nothing Party, which campaigned actively against foreign immigration, especially from the British Isles; yet he determinedly married and fathered a child by an English-born daughter of a British immigrant.

Judson’s ambition to be a writer was apparently born out of his youthful reading. His goals were high. Initially, he despaired of writers such as “Professor” Joseph Holt Ingraham, the eminent author of historical novels, who claimed to be able to write a book per year. Judson averred that it was impossible to generate quality at such a rate. Later, though, he would be producing as many as six stories and novelettes a week, along with multiple articles, essays, and books, often working so frenziedly that characters and plots bled over from one to the other. Always eager for contention, he wrote letters under a variety of pseudonyms to his own publishers, attacking himself and his own position on various matters. He never revised or corrected his work, but seemed merely to lie down on the floor and write, from start to finish, seldom taking a break until the piece was done.*

Judson’s publications were almost always imbued with ego and unbridled self-confidence; they also were often shamelessly self-promoting, full of bombast and brag. Still, as a publisher, he attracted work by some of the most celebrated poets and critics of the times and caught the flattering eye of such distinguished New York editors as Lewis Gaylord Clark of the Knickerbocker, one of the most influential antebellum journals. Judson’s life was a landscape littered with contradictions. He disdained the theater as a hotbed of elitism, crime, and immorality, but he collaborated on plays and even appeared in them. He despaired of social injustice but only reluctantly spoke or wrote against slavery.* He admired strong and independent women, but he held suffragists in nearly satiric contempt.* He was apparently areligious but treated the faithful (including Indians and their pagan beliefs) with respect, and once tried to embrace spiritualism.* He proclaimed the virtues of the public peace, but was a chief organizer of the most violent street demonstrations in antebellum New York (the Astor Place Riot) and was also indicted for inciting a riot in St. Louis.* He loved disguises and costumes, role-playing and outré behavior, but he insisted that his private life—and especially his wives and children—be protected from public inquiry. He was a Union Army veteran who never rose above the rank of sergeant and saw but one minor skirmish before being jailed for desertion. He was subsequently charged with being drunk and causing a public disturbance; then he was stripped of his insignia and left disgraced and bereft on the streets of Baltimore.* Undaunted, he entered a photographer’s studio and had his portrait made in a full colonel’s uniform, then adopted the honorific for the rest of his life.*

For Judson, the line between fiction and fact was always blurred, just as the line between Edward Z. C. Judson and Ned Buntline was always blurred. Judson didn’t lie pathologically or maliciously, only to enhance the entertainment value of the yarn he was spinning or to get himself out of trouble. He was fond of ripping open his shirt to display his scars to anyone who challenged his character; he would swear that his wounds were the result of whatever evil force he felt might arouse the most sympathy in his auditors. So convincing a storyteller was he that in most cases only a close examination of the relevant or contextual facts—such as could be established—could reveal the falsehoods. Astonishingly, most people who were victims of his antics were apparently quick to forgive and to accept his flaws wholesale. In an age that would spawn such larger-than-life luminaries as Victoria Woodhull and Tennessee Claflin, P. T. Barnum and Henry Ward Beecher, J. P. Morgan and George Armstrong Custer, Judson was unique; only a handful of Americans, before or since, could match him for conspicuous audacity, utter outrage, or sheer gall.

The King of Border Men 

Judson’s detraining at North Platte, Nebraska, in 1869 was no accident. Some time before he had boarded the train in California, he had learned of a skirmish involving elements of the United States 5th Cavalry, commanded by General Eugene A. Carr, and a small band of Sioux and Cheyenne. The Indians had left the reservation and were raiding and hunting along the North Platte River. A company under the command of Lieutenant Frank North, was detailed out of Fort McPherson to locate and round them up or kill them. The troopers located the Indian camp, and, learning that two white women were being held captive in the village, mounted an attack. The warriors immediately scattered, and Frank North and his brother Lute, a subordinate officer, gave chase. Eventually, they ran the band’s leader, Sioux chief Tall Bull, to ground and, by means of trickery, managed to shoot and kill him.

The soldiers found one of the white women dead from a tomahawk blow. The other, a German immigrant by the name of Weichel, who spoke almost no English, was rescued. Some four hours later, Pawnee and white scouts arrived and joined the troopers in a typical destruction of an Indian village. Troubles with Sioux and Northern Cheyenne bands were, at that point on the plains, growing more intense—the result of the completion of the railroad and the rumors of gold being discovered in the sacred Black Hills of what would become South Dakota and in what would become Montana, so the event created a sensation. The transcontinental telegraph flashed the details of what came to be called “The Battle of Summit Springs, and it was soon published in newspapers across the country, with the usual editorial flourishes.

As the preeminent dime novelist of his time, Judson was always alert to exciting stories that might interest his readers. He determined to interview North for a firsthand account of the affair, which he was sure would make a sterling dime novel. Actually, he was in need of something solid to send to his publishers in New York, as his sojourn in California had not proved to be as useful or profitable as he had anticipated. He had arrived in San Francisco some time in the summer or early fall of 1868 and was welcomed as “the official guest” of the Sons and Daughters of Temperance.* Initially intending to be on the first west-to-east Transcontinental Railroad train across the country, and planning to write about the adventure, he awaited the line’s completion and the first embarkation by giving temperance lectures, calling on notable writers, and founding The Golden Era, a magazine that would later publish Mark Twain and Bret Harte. He also was distracted by excursions to the gold fields around Sacramento and by other ventures, as well as by the rough-and-tumble politics of San Francisco. At any rate, he missed the train.* *

Finally en route on a later train and with a fresh Indian battle on the horizon, he abandoned the notion of a travelogue. There was genuine adventure to write about, and from the very beginning of his career, Judson had found his stock in trade in stories of intrepid heroism and swashbuckling stories of derring-do. This, though, was something new. It was a tale drawn out of the newly accessible West, and with a deft sense of timing, he understood that the eyes and the imagination of his readers would eagerly turn to a “true” story of the frontier.

In a sense, the story already had everything it needed: a young, bold heroic military leader, a rescued captive female, a chase, a slain Indian chief, and the suppression of renegades who threatened the peaceful march of civilization.

After a possible brief detour into Colorado, Judson made his way via the new railroad line to North Platte and nearby Fort McPherson, where Lieutenant North was posted.* Frank North may well have been a modest officer who viewed the skirmish and his role in it as nothing worthy of further publicity, or he might have been contemptuous of the potboiler fiction for which Ned Buntline was known. He wanted nothing to do with the brassy writer.* Apparently unimpressed by either Judson’s person or the proffered reputation, North reportedly told him that if he wanted a man “to fill that bill,” he could be found asleep, and probably drunk, under a nearby wagon.*

Judson immediately went over to the figure and roused him to his feet. He was confronted by the person of William F. Cody, an heroic ideal, an in-the-flesh symbol of the American frontiersman, the perfect protagonist of a dime novel. Tall and muscular, dressed in greasy buckskins and a broad plainsman’s hat, his long curly hair flowing down to his shoulders and his piercing blue eyes revealing both intelligence and wit, Cody was almost too good to be true. To Judson, it must have seemed that the army scout and forager had stepped off the pages of a Sir Walter Scott or James Fenimore Cooper novel, removed to the high plains, where he was waiting to be transformed—with Judson’s help, of course—into “Buffalo Bill, the King of Border Men.”*

Thus began a new chapter of Judson’s literary life, one that would, ironically, never be that satisfying. In many ways, it was something of a footnote to a far more complex and expansive career, one that would, insofar as Judson’s assessment of it was concerned, prove to be somewhat disappointing. Nevertheless, the encounter and the novelette that resulted from it would tie Ned Buntline’s name directly to the western dime novel; he would be remembered more for that than for anything else he ever did.

Literary Rubbish 

The first dime novel, so-called, was written by Ann Sophia Stephens. Malaeska; The Indian Wife of the White Hunter was published by the firm of Beadle and Adams in 1860. It was an unrivaled success and a publishing phenomenon, selling more than 300,000 copies.* In a nation of only about thirty million, where less than twenty percent of the population was more than functionally literate, that was an incredible number. Ann Sophia Winterbotham Stephens, though, was not unknown. Very likely part of “that damned mob of scribbling women” Nathaniel Hawthorne complained of in 1855, she had a reputation as the author of several cloth-bound romances and as editor of Portland Magazine, The Ladies’ Companion, and Ladies’ World.* She had also achieved some fame with a poem, “The Polish Boy,” and had entertained William Makepeace Thackeray and Charles Dickens, among other distinguished writers, in her New York salon, reputedly the first ever in the city.

In 1860, E. S. Ellis’s Seth Jones; or The Captives of the Frontier, also a ten-cent book, was published and rivaled Stephens’ volume for sales, and the dime novel as a form was successfully launched.* Although no one was aware of it at the time, a whole new trend in publishing had just begun, one that would see the first profitable production of literature in the country.*

Beadle and Adams, Stephens’ publishers, had earlier found success publishing The Dime Song Book; they had moved from Buffalo to New York City about two years before and had begun casting about for another successful venture.* With the success of Malaeska and Seth Jones, they were positioned to turn what had been a chaotic and haphazard publication market into the source of a well-defined commodity that would offer inexpensive and often sensational publications to a great mass of people.

Prior to 1860, the field of popular fiction had been crowded and, to a great extent, disorganized and reactionary. Since the introduction of the steam rotary press in the 1830s, rapid mass printing had become extremely cheap, and specialized periodicals of all sorts emerged and disappeared with rapidity. Canny editors sought the most alluring or controversial copy and sometimes ran competitions with cash prizes to attract the best possible work.* Principally dominated by inexpensively produced romances, sentimental melodrama, and lurid adventure fiction, the periodicals of the day exploited the formulas and structures of stories ranging back to Sir Walter Scott and imitative of the much lauded “Leatherstocking Tales” by James Fenimore Cooper. Particularly in demand were historical settings with stories of thrilling exploits on the high seas, during major wars, or in exotic climes.

Among the most successful of publications was an imitation of a form that had emerged in England, called “penny dreadfuls.” In the U. S., they were casually referred to as “shilling shockers”; they were coverless pamphlets offering sometimes garish stories of thrilling action, courtly love, and melodramatic adventure. Initially selling for 12.5 cents, they eventually were priced for as much as a quarter and sometimes carried more than one author’s work between the pages.

These unique publications were produced under such titles as Flag of Our Union, The New York Ledger, or The Youth’s Companion. Several New York newspapers such as The New York Herald also carried the same kind of material. Some periodicals were issued weekly or bimonthly and sold for anywhere from 5¢ to 25¢; they might offer one or more serialized stories. Standards varied, but generally they appeared in a two- to three-column format of small font print and were often fronted with lavish woodcut illustrations. They contained fiction, articles on various matters of interest, “letters” written from corresponding travelers, satiric political observations, essays on morality or social reform, the text of hymns, and doggerel selected from thousands of submissions by aspiring poets. One of the most successful of these periodicals—one that would survive until the mid-twentieth century—was Street & Smith’s New York Weekly, which began publication in 1858, with Ned Buntline as one of their premiere authors.*

The fiction in these story papers was usually broken up into serialized format and offered short, digestible chapters, each headed by a summarizing title, all part of an ongoing serial that would run over a number of issues. On average, the stories ran between 30,000 and 50,000 words and were characterized by lavish description and action scenes punctuated by inflated dialogue and theatrical posturing. Episodes frequently ended with a “cliff-hanger” to encourage readers to snap up the next number as soon as it emerged, or, better, to purchase a regular subscription so they wouldn’t miss an installment. Subscriptions were difficult to sell, though, because of postal regulations that required the recipient of a periodical to pay postage on receipt. The Post Office Act of 1852 ultimately permitted a less expensive and less cumbersome method of collecting postage from the mail source.* For the rest of the century, story paper publishers and dime novel publishers would take great pains to ensure that their publications looked more like periodicals than like individually published books, as they competed for readers’ subscriptions as well as for prominence on street-corner newsstands.

A number of publishing firms were actively engaged in this type of publishing during the antebellum period. They ranged from well-established concerns that would grow into major houses to fly-by-night organizations that put out only few numbers before folding for lack of capital. Derisively called “yellow backs” by highbrow detractors, the books were regarded as utter trash, prosaic pandering to the lowest common denominator of the literate public. But, in truth, almost everyone read them.* Competition was fierce, and advertising was so highly prized that some publications would actually take out ads in rival papers to promote their next number.

Because the rights to any given piece were assigned wholesale to the publisher, the editors could reprint any story at will and could do so for years, sometimes marketing it under a different title (a “house title”) or even under the name of a different author. Plagiarism was common; some writers, including Judson, would often recast a previously published story, give it a different title, and then market it elsewhere, sometimes under a different name.* At the same time, more prestigious journals and magazines of a more artistic bent—the Knickerbocker, for example—carried the higher-brow reading market and offered material by writers acknowledged to be more “artistic,” a market that would in the years following the Civil War come to be dominated by such organs as Harper’s Magazine and the Atlantic Review, among others.

Initially, the Knickerbocker and like organs were the market young Edward Judson sought to enter. His efforts to start his own literary magazines during this period indicate that, in spite of his more or less ham-handed editorializing and jingoistic patriotic diatribes, he longed for recognition. Lewis Gaylord Clark, editor of the Knickerbocker, gave Judson’s sporadically produced journals favorable reviews; this inspired him.* When his story “Running the Blockade” appeared in the Knickerbocker in 1844, Judson believed he was launched; by 1847, he had added three prize-winning novelettes, published by well-known publishing houses in New York, and had become, he said, “a literary man.”*


Judson initially agreed with Nathaniel Hawthorne that mass-produced, cheap fictional forms were rubbish, and they pretty much were. The high cost of books put quality fiction out of reach of the average American, but here was escapist entertainment aplenty for the common man in an accessible and affordable form.* The cheap story papers could be easily folded into a pocket, read as time permitted, and then discarded or merely left on a train or park bench for someone else to find. The fiction was sensational, sentimental, and moralistic; much of it was unoriginal; the prose was smoky and heavy, burdened by inflated vocabulary. Virtual oratory often took the place of dialogue. Nevertheless, it was extremely popular, and after 1860, it would become even more so. Hundreds of writers—thousands by the end of the century—were actively engaged in producing it. Most used pseudonyms to protect their reputation, should they ever achieve some more respectable fame, but a large number of them, judging from the list of their fates, were merely desperate individuals with a modicum of talent, seeking to make a few dollars.* *

This wasn’t the kind of writing Judson wanted to do. Still, his editorial ambitions had not led him to prosperity, and he found that he couldn’t compete with such writers as William T. Porter and Frank Forester in producing sporting stories. His desire was to be accepted in the first rank of American authors.* So, armed with copies of Ned Buntline’s and The Western Literary Journal, Judson made his way to Boston, where he believed the seat of American literary art resided. Once there, he attempted to secure introductions to Nathaniel Hawthorne, Washington Irving, and others; none would see him. But when he returned to New York, he observed the common people—laborers, factory workers, domestics, store clerks, and even policemen whiling away time spent waiting for a train, an omnibus, or in some waiting room—reading the same cheaply produced fiction of which he had despaired. From so small an investment as a “bit,” or half a quarter, he noticed, people were deriving hours of entertainment, and they were enthusiastic about it. He also had to acknowledge that among the most loyal audience for his own work were the soldiers bound for Mexico and the Southwest and sailors aboard U. S. warships, men who sometimes found time heavy on their hands and uplifting amusement hard to come by.* Never one to overlook an opportunity, Judson ignored the snub of the bookish elite and embraced his fate by producing stories as well as the same cheap novelettes for the story papers by the dozens, selling them wherever he could.

In 1847, he decided to exploit his interest in social reform and to build on his rapidly growing celebrity. He began working on a series of books he entitled The Mysteries and Miseries of New York: A Story of Real Life. Part exposé, part diatribe, but mostly melodramatic hyperbole loosely based on facts, his announced intention was to warn the general public about the deadly pitfalls of various gambling and drinking establishments in Manhattan. He modeled the idea on a French volume, The Miseries of Paris; nothing quite like it had ever been seen in America. At first, he found no takers for the manuscript, so he published it himself. So successful was the book—it sold more than 100,000 copies and was translated for sales in Europe—that people clamored for him to add a promised second volume. But he had exhausted his funds. Berford and Company, recognizing a good thing when they saw it, offered a deal, and the series eventually ran to five full volumes. Ultimately, he would join forces with Benjamin Baker to produce an amalgamation with Baker’s earlier melodrama, A Glance at New York, which Judson believed Baker initially had plagiarized from him.* Together, they mounted a co-authored production, New York as It Is, and then a second production under the booklet’s original title. He extended the series to include The B’hoys of New York and The G’hals of New York over the next few years.

Whatever money Judson made from the publications and productions, though, was supplemented by his practice of visiting the same sorts of places he sought to expose. He would offer to keep their names and the names of the proprietors out of print—for a fee. Most were happy to pay it, although a few who were not happy sought Judson out for personal revenge. On at least one occasion he was badly beaten and thrown into the street by an outraged proprietor, and another encounter lead to his arrest for public brawling.* 

Regardless of the personal danger he brought down on himself, he made a good deal of money from the books and also established the name of Ned Buntline in the world of inexpensively published, sensational literature.

By 1861, Judson was in the army, serving with the 1st New York Mounted Rifles. The unit saw almost no action, and Judson, who had lied about his age in order to be accepted as a recruit, rose to the rank of sergeant before being busted down to private. Called “Uncle Ned” by his messmates, he was known to be a grand storyteller and reliable purveyor of whiskey for the camp. He had been writing regularly for Street & Smith’s story paper, and he had a following for his independently produced novelettes and booklets, but he now became familiar with the possibilities of the dime novel. He observed that the cheaply wrapped volumes arrived in the military camps in bales and that the men read and traded them until they fell apart. It was easy to imagine that the same sort of thing was going on aboard ships, in logging and railroad and mining camps, around factories and mills—anywhere people gathered and were hungry for inexpensive reading matter.* Here, again, was an opportunity.* By 1863, Ned Buntline was officially included in Beadle and Adams’ Ten-Cent series, but he continued to contribute regularly to Street & Smith’s New York Weekly as well as other publications. By the late 1860s, he had become a significant name in the dime-novel writing world, better known and more widely read than many of the literary giants who had snubbed him in Boston.

The emergence of the dime novel was perhaps the most astonishing publishing phenomenon in United States history. After the incredible success of Malaeska, Beadle and Adams moved quickly to the forefront of the market, although they were by no means without competitors. By 1865, more than four million ten-cent volumes had been published, with sales of individual titles ranging from 35,000 to 80,000 each. The story papers would continue to flourish, but now there was a natural reprint outlet for the completed serials, and they, too, would come to be sold by subscription.* The impact of the dime novel was felt nowhere more than on an emerging category of fiction, one that had barely been touched on before the Civil War: the western.

Going West 

Although Judson is sometimes credited with more that 400 titles, only twenty-five known novelettes are set west of the Mississippi or in any way involve western themes or settings. That he had a fascination with the West is well documented by several biographers, but Judson’s idea of the West in the antebellum period extended no farther than St. Louis. By reading his western fiction, one learns that he was familiar with the published work of Lewis and Clark and knew of the exploits of John C. Frémont, but his personal experience in the West seems to have been exceptionally limited.

This wasn’t atypical. James Fenimore Cooper’s detractors (including Mark Twain) would aver that Cooper not only knew nothing of the West (defined as western New York State, Pennsylvania, and Ohio, primarily), but also that he’d never met a woodsman such as Natty Bumppo or encountered any Indian, outside of a cigar store carving. Edmund Pearson writes, “Some of the most popular of the Wild West stories were written by authors whose nearest acquaintance with the great plains was in White Plains, New York.”*

Still, Fred E. Pond asserts in his biography that Judson had always been fascinated with the West and had ventured there following his resignation from the U. S. Navy. This advances what was apparently Judson’s claim that he worked for the North West Fur Company, trapping around the headwaters of the Yellowstone River in Montana between 1842 and 1844. This seems plausible, as Judson disappeared entirely during these two years; but Jay Monaghan notes that Judson’s name appears nowhere in the company’s records.*

It’s also possible that during an 1851 visit to New Orleans, Judson might well have taken a packet or excursion to Galveston Island, by then a thriving commercial center and home to one of the largest cities on the Gulf Coast.* But apart from a brief reference to the island in an authorial intrusion in one novelette, there’s no record that he did so. Moreover, in several novelettes, his flawed sense of geography about the terrain of the Lone Star State indicates that he had no firsthand knowledge of it.

Prior to his 1868 trip to California, Judson had probably never ventured west of the Mississippi; nor, apparently, did he ever return after that trip. The celebrated account of his traveling to Dodge City to present Wyatt Earp and Bat Masterson, among others, with the storied Buntline Specials (Colt .45 revolvers with 12" barrels and specially designed grips that featured the letters NED in ornate carving) was apparently a pure fabrication, advanced mainly by Stuart Lake in his biography of Earp; it was based on an obtuse reference by Pond and has been fairly thoroughly discredited.* And even though Judson did subsequently invest in the Cheyenne Gold Mine Company in Deadwood, South Dakota, a venture that made him truly wealthy, there’s no record of his ever visiting it.

Nevertheless, when the name Ned Buntline is mentioned and anyone recognizes it at all, his association with what would in a later era be called western pulp fiction is nearly automatic. To a large extent, that connection is predicated on the events that followed that late summer meeting in 1869 with William Cody, a man Judson would identify in the minds of millions as Buffalo Bill.

Buffalo Bill, The King of Border Men; The Wildest and Truest Tale I’ve Ever Told, the novelette Judson produced following his meeting with William F. Cody, appeared in Street & Smith’s New York Weekly between December 23, 1869 and March 10, 1870. It came at a watershed moment in the development of American culture, a point in time when it seemed that every eye in the newly restored Union was on the Wild Wild West.* Following the Civil War, disillusionment came hard on the heels of four years of bloody fighting that ripped the nation in two; a healing force was needed. Horace Greeley’s famous 1865 admonition, “Go West, Young Man,” never had seemed more applicable to the national spirit than at this time.* The completion of the Transcontinental Railroad in May 1869 marked an astounding achievement. It not only was a demonstration of an incredible feat of engineering and human determination, it also, for the first time, made the concept of the American West a concrete reality in the minds of millions.

It would have been unnatural for Judson, opportunist that he was, not to have taken notice of this national trend. He may have been a New Yorker and more experienced in seafaring adventures, Latin American exploits, and Floridian Indian warfare, but he understood the appeal of an exciting frontier, filled with unknown danger and rife with unimaginable possibility. By the late 1860s, people were going west in droves. Between new discoveries of gold and silver in the Dakotas and Montana and Nevada and the prospect of arable farm and ranchland aplenty in a vast territory that had previously been regarded only as “The Great American Desert,” prospects were bright. Manifest Destiny was becoming manifest reality, and it was only a matter of time before the civilizing influences of the East would conquer the plains, mountains, and deserts; tame or push back the Indians and wild beasts; and adapt to the harsh climate of the continent. There was an overwhelming sense that the West was the place where the future of America would be found.* 

Prior to the Civil War, Western American fiction had lost much of its luster. Cooper’s novels of the frontier focused on a geography that had, by then, been pretty well settled. The tales inspired by Daniel Boone and Davy Crockett involved Kentucky and Tennessee, now well known to Americans. The category was marked by the works of such writers as Robert Montgomery Bird with his Nick of the Woods (1837), William Gilmore Simms with The Yemassee: Romance of Carolina (1835) and Border Romances series (1834–1840). Emerson Bennett’s The Prairie Flower (1849) was hugely popular and sold more than 100,000 copies, and Judson’s own Norwood; or, Life on the Prairie appeared that same year. But almost all of these were imitative of past masters whose West was actually east of the Mississippi. Moreover, their themes and ideas had degenerated into a stale sameness. In 1858, William T. Coggeshall, State Librarian of Ohio, author of Poets and Poetry of the West (1860), described the western American fiction of his day: “Tomahawks and wigwams, sharp-shooting and hard fights, log cabins, rough speech, dark-devil boldness, bear-hunting and cornhusking, prairie flowers, bandits, lynch-law and no-law-at-all miscellaneously mixed into 25 cent novels.* ” To Coggeshall and others, the West as a subject for fiction had become little more than a sorry mixture of wild imagination, hackneyed plots, and cliché.

Ten years before Coggeshall’s castigation of the western, though, novelists had paid some attention to the greater western territory. In 1849, Kit Carson became the model for the plainsman, a completion, in a way, of the alliterative nicknames given to Cooper’s intrepid Natty Bummpo: pathfinder, pioneer. As an actual figure, Carson loomed large in the American culture. As a fictional character, he was given heroic status in such novels as Emerson Bennett’s The Prairie Flower, and shades of his nature—particularly his physical description—can be found in Buntline’s character Norwood. Unlike other western heroes then or later, Carson seemed to combine the qualities of explorer and intrepid adventurer into a single image. He extended the ideal of Cooper’s Leatherstocking toward a new horizon and into a new geography and, along the way, transformed him into a different sort of hero. The transition from pathfinder to plainsman, however gradual, is visible in the postwar westerns. Tomahawk, musket, coonskin cap, and moccasins are traded for Bowie knife, six-gun, sombrero, and high-heeled boots. Intricate woodsmanship is exchanged for expert equestrian talents and a practical knowledge of featureless prairies and their special signs and tracks. The staunch defender of democratic principles against monarchical tyranny is replaced by an avid exponent of progress and civilization who pushes back savagery and wilderness. Carson, or the character he would inspire, would be cast in more than seventy fictional works before the end of the century; other than Buffalo Bill, he was possibly the most often characterized historical figure of the West. In his manifestation lies the beginning of a more significant evolution in the western protagonist that would emerge full-blown in the cowboy hero, fully realized in Owen Wister’s The Virginian: A Horseman of the Plains (1902).*

Between the intrepid Carson and Wister’s steel-jawed hero, though, there was a gap, and it was Ned Buntline and his twenty-five western dime novels that would almost accidentally fill it. “Buffalo Bill,” Richard Etulain claims, “more than any other figure, is responsible for what has become known as the myth of the American West.* ” Certainly, Cody and his fame grew steadily from the moment Ned Buntline wrote about him in what Street & Smith called “The Greatest Romance of Our Age.* ” By 1900, Kit Carson’s name had faded, but Buffalo Bill Cody’s name would be synonymous with the western hero. Buffalo Bill’s associates, particularly Wild Bill Hickok, Texas Jack Omohundro, Annie Oakley, and Buck Taylor, would be household words, real-life role models and heroes to people who would never travel farther west than the Jersey meadows. For the last thirty years of the nineteenth century and beyond, Cody, his western landscape, and the denizens of the frontier would rise to dominate the popular culture. Of the 1500 novels published by Beadle and Adams from 1860 on, more than three-quarters dealt with settings west of the Mississippi.* To a very large extent Ned Buntline played midwife to the birth of a mythos that is a persistent force in American culture up until the present day.* 

At the time, though, this was hardly evident. Indications are that Judson did not regard his essay into the West or his tale of Cody and Wild Bill “Hitchcock” (he misunderstood James Butler Hickok’s name, initially; in later volumes, he got it right) as being anything terribly significant beyond the moment and the immediate opportunity it presented.* “The Buffalo Bill incident,” Jay Monaghan claims, “never loomed as large in [Judson’s] life as the subsequent fame of Cody made it appear.* ”The two apparently hit it off famously that day at Fort McPherson. Judson impressed Cody with his horsemanship by taking a jog on Cody’s infamously difficult horse, Powder Face, and with his marksmanship and enthusiasm for adventure. Though Cody had a notable appetite for both strong drink and fiery women, his moral compass, however compromised by temptation, was always active. It might well be that he found in Judson something of a kindred spirit, a flawed but essentially good-hearted individual who understood the value of exploiting a chance when it presented itself.*

Over the three years following the publication of The King of Border Men, Cody’s reputation would rise. He and Judson would astound the American public with their touring play, Scouts of the Plains, a thoroughly disreputable piece of melodrama based largely on the novelette that, for some reason, had huge appeal.* * Eventually, they would part ways because of a dispute over money.* That Judson did not embrace Cody or the West entirely or devote the remainder of his writing days and energy to either topic indicates that while he did not dismiss the importance of western fiction to his career, he also did not see it as his primary interest. He made some efforts to capitalize on his “discovery” of Buffalo Bill by producing four more Buffalo Bill stories in 1872 and 1873, the same period of time in which the play was flourishing. Then, for more than a decade, he abandoned the sensational character he created, not returning to him until 1881.* 

Oddly, even though the name Ned Buntline is more closely associated with the western dime novel than the name of any other writer of the same period, he was still not the most prolific, the most committed, or even the best known writer of the form. His rapid establishment as an author of ten-cent novels of any sort is attributable to the fact that, among those who immediately began producing them in the early 1860s, he was one of the few who already had an established reputation. His titles always sold extremely well; but if his biographers can be relied on, he never devoted himself more to any one theme or idea than he did to anything else. Essentially, then, his identity as a western writer would seem to rest more on the happenstance meeting with William Cody and his brief but sensational effort to exploit it and parlay it into an enhancement of his celebrity and his fortune, than on any spiritual longing for the frontier.

During the fifteen years between his meeting with Cody and Judson’s death in 1886, he wrote voluminously: sea adventures, stories about the Seminoles and the late war, hunting and fishing articles, historical novels of the American Revolution, travel guides, interviews with Civil War generals, and other pieces. Judson followed the same diverse path he always had, capriciously seizing on whatever attracted his attention or imagination and always testing the waters of taste and trend while developing his own interests. Capable of producing multiple works in a very short time, he exploited whatever idea or inspiration came his way— between juggling wives, dabbling in both local and national politics, going on fishing expeditions, touring the Eastern seaboard, and arguing with his neighbors. At the same time, though, Judson somehow managed to establish himself as one of four most important western writers of his time and truly the only one whose name is still remembered. (The other three were Edward Ellis, Edward Wheeler, and Prentiss Ingraham.)* He may not have invented the dime novel western, but he defined it. The elements, devices, plot points, and character types that appear first in Ned Buntline’s novels grew into literary icons that would survive for more than 150 years.

The King of Border Men was not Judson’s first western. He initially tried his hand at the category in 1849 with the publication of Norwood; or, Life on the Prairie. This rambling story of a Kit Carson style hero accompanied by a crusty mountain man, a rustic Missourian, and a pair of greenhorns as they ventured down the Santa Fe Trail is typical of the western fiction of that period. But it also bespeaks of a primitive interest in and, all things considered, an astounding particular knowledge of the frontier. As with most of his western fiction, the geography is absurdly wrong and the Indians (Comanche in this instance) seem to be taken directly from Cooper’s pages. The novel was apparently highly successful, as it was reprinted widely by several different publishers under at least three different titles over the next forty years. Still, Judson didn’t return to western themes until 1859 when he offered Stella Delorme; or, The Comanche’s Dream, to the New York Mercury. This novelette, though plagued with the same factual flaws and plausibility issues that worry all of Judson’s work, shows a good deal more sophistication about the western frontier, and it seeks to employ more historical accuracy in placement, if not in plot. That it was reprinted by Beadle and Adams in June of 1869, shortly after the well-received run of Judson’s successful serial about Buffalo Bill, suggests that its potential appeal was high. It is neither the number of volumes nor their immediate impact on the reading public that elevates Ned Buntline’s name to the top of the western dime novelist’s charts. It’s more that Judson, trend-spotter that he always was, never seemed content to slavishly reproduce a prescribed formula, even when he had had a hand in establishing it. One of the marks of the work of a professional in any category is the writer’s ability to take the conventional template and convert it into something that’s recognizably his own, not by straying from the perimeters of the formula, but rather by developing it within its own confines and deepening its value within its own context. Each of the twenty-five known novelettes of the West that Judson wrote is unique among the group of Judson’s westerns and also among dime novel westerns in general. This, actually, may be the substance of his significance to the category.

King of the Dime Novel 

Reading a Ned Buntline novel today is not an easy task. Most modern readers will automatically wince at his casual displays of sexism, racism, and xenophobia. His near-evangelical admonitions against strong drink and immoral behavior seem archaic and naïve. Further, Judson’s narrative technique reflects the very best of the heady rhetoric and overblown theatrical style that characterizes the popular fiction of the period. He was a virtual master of the dramatic point of view, allowing dialogue to carry the burden of description, holding exposition to a minimum, and focusing always on action. In places, one can envision the characters striking poses and delivering speeches that would alert the audience to what the characters can see, or how they’re feeling, or what they suspect may be about to happen. He borrowed liberally from Elizabethan stage devices, as well, frequently allowing characters to offer long soliloquies summarizing their thoughts, actions, emotional states, or plans (revelations that sometimes lead to trouble if they are overheard) or having them invite a companion to walk or ride along with them so they can explain at length matters or situations the reader already knows. Often, the narrative passages are reduced to bridges between long exchanges of dialogue, broken up principally by a summary of plot points that took place earlier in the narrative but which might have been forgotten by the readers during the lapse of time between published episodes.

Judson relies on the two mainstays of the action/adventure writer that are typical of this type of fiction: contrivance and coincidence. It’s a strange situation indeed when a character doesn’t have a handy piece of rope tied around his waist, a trusty knife, or some other implement that proves to be just the thing to get him out of a scrape. It also seems to strike no one as odd that in a place as big as the West, people who have been separated for decades run into one another in remote locations and under the strangest of circumstances. Language differences pose no significant barrier to communication; initially, Indians and whites may have to speak in Indian dialect, but as the plot thickens, the matter is soon forgotten, and everyone speaks almost perfect English. Even rustic idioms or pidgin English are rendered in grammatically correct forms. Signals and signs, tracks, and codified indicators are everywhere visible to the trained eye. To Judson, apparently, the West was merely one large place that was more or less the same throughout. No matter where a character found himself, he was intensely aware of what was going on elsewhere, although there was no means by which information could be transmitted.

In all, Judson confined his western settings to six areas, focusing primarily on the high plains of Nebraska and eastern Montana, but occasionally including Kansas. Eight of his western novelettes are set in the high plains region, including all of the Buffalo Bill series. Second in frequency was Texas, with five novelettes set there; then the Mountain West, California, and the Pacific Northwest, New Mexico and Arizona, and the Black Hills of South Dakota. The specific setting didn’t truly matter, though, as realistic geography is never a primary concern to Judson. Although most of the stories commence in a named location with precise topographic features—prairie, mountains, forest, etc.—the action of the narrative will ordinarily, and in only a few hours’ time, take the characters across deserts, through swamps, into groves of trees or densely forested areas, across dusty prairie, and up into high craggy mountain tors where further dangers may be found in deep abysses or behind impassable mounds of rock. That such geographic phenomena would not always occur in close proximity—or in some settings would not occur at all—never seems to bother Judson. His interpretation of the West, gathered as it was from a rail car’s window, assumed these singular accidents of nature not only to be commonly located but also to be more or less constant from the northernmost territories to the deep Southwest. To Judson, it seems, the West looked pretty much as it did along the route between San Francisco and Council Bluffs, Iowa. He had no real reason to think otherwise.

Rivers and streams are plentiful in Judson’s West, many too fast or too deep to cross except at fords, and a fast-flowing one is always available when someone needs to hide a trail from pursuers or when a natural bridge needs to be washed away. No matter where the characters find themselves, they can be assured that a tall tree will be handy for someone to scramble up and reconnoiter or from which they may drop onto the back of a horse or eavesdrop on some speech being given by an adversary as he or she passes underneath. Vast canyons and insurmountable passes occur with regularity, but down on the plains, mounted parties can race at full gallop for hours on end without encountering a single natural impediment— unless, of course, some obstacle is needed to advance the tension.

Weather also plays a principal role in the typical Ned Buntline dime novel. A full array of flooding thunderstorms, complete with thunder and lightning, are juxtaposed against long periods of hot, dry conditions conducive to prairie fires, and both can occur in a day’s time. Notably, inclement weather is inclined to show up whenever tracks need to be erased or some villainy needs to be masked; and just as remarkably, the thoroughly soused ground beneath hoof or foot seems to dry out completely and almost immediately once the storm passes.

In Ned Buntline’s West, wild game is plentiful enough that only a few moments’ hunting no more than a casual stroll from any campsite can produce sufficient antelope, elk, deer, or even bear to feed two to ten people. Fishing, though rare, is also dependably productive, and it’s a sure bet that whatever characters are awaiting food to prepare are well provisioned with utensils and any necessary condiments the meal might require. Firewood is available for the gathering almost anywhere, and if seasoned wood is wanted to prevent telltale smoke, it can be as easily found as a greener variety. At the same time, vicious beasts—usually bears— lurk constantly. Snakes and large cats also play minor roles in some adventures.

Incongruously, Judson is meticulous in his treatment of horses, firearms, and other equipment. He understands that a horse can go only so far without rest, grass, and water, and there are numerous incidents of mounts being ridden to death in a chase. He also knows weaponry, both caliber and type, and even though he sometimes makes mistakes and requires a powder horn for a cartridge rifle, he elsewhere takes the time to have characters change primers on their cap-and-ball pistols and change their powder when wet conditions prevail.

Towns in a Ned Buntline novelette are seemingly small affairs and are minimally described. Most have the necessary establishments: a saloon or two, sometimes attached to “rooms,” although the suggestion of an operating brothel is too subtle to remark; a café or restaurant, sometimes connected to a hotel or to the saloon; and a livery or stable where mounts are available for purchase. There often is a bank, a freight office, and sometimes the home of some positive figure, generally a prosperous businessman, eager to befriend the honest and bankroll a promising enterprise. Most of his stories use town settings as conveniences—sometimes for secret assignations or as headquarters for some operation, generally nefarious, to be planned—not as harbingers of an advancing threat to the natural wildness of the frontier.

Judson’s imagination ranged wide in his depictions of the West, and somehow, if one is not experienced or has no other knowledge of the territory, it all seems completely plausible. In an era before modern photography, when the only graphic representations of the West were rendered in woodcuts, lithographs, paintings, and crude tintypes, it was next to impossible for the average American to comprehend the vastness and variation of the American frontier landscape. Corny stage presentations, including Judson’s own theatrical effort, provided tactile details of costume and an approximation of frontier conflicts, many based on the tall-tale-inspired journalistic literature of the day, but verbal descriptions were limited to individual experience. Judson’s personal view of as much of the West as he saw, augmented by all he could find to read about it, were both credible and consistent with some of the more hyperbolic treatments widely published in his time.

Background and setting may have provided a unique appeal, but audiences also demanded action. Thus, the formula for the dime novel plot was well established before the western rose to dominate the market. Essentially, stories followed a familiar melodramatic pattern. Action ordinarily begins with an abduction, then a flight, followed by a chase, a fight, and then a rescue. Although there are variations on that theme—principally, the addition of a re-abduction, a renewed chase, and a second fight, and rescue, possibly nothing more than a ploy to add more episodes or chapters and thereby lengthen a story’s run—this pattern would remain the bedrock of the American western for the next century and a half. As in the melodrama proper, the person abducted is most often a woman, specifically a young and virginal ingénue whose beauty is often matched only by her courage and moral certitude; she always prefers an untimely death rather than the unspeakable fate of remaining in the power of some unscrupulous villain. But from time to time, objects of a familiar nature substitute for a damsel in distress: a safe or strongbox, important legal papers, the claim on a mine, gold or money, or some combination of these.

One common twist on this theme is the hidden or unknown identity of one character that, when revealed, results in the reunion of long-lost siblings or of parents and children. More often than not, a family fortune is involved in such revelations. Generally, the audience is let in on the secret early, so anxiety, not only about the prevention of justice but also about the possibility that the characters might die ignorant of their fortunes, contributes to the suspense. Things always turn out for the best; most often, the stories end happily, usually with a marriage.

Judson’s treatment of women expanded the formulaic depiction of females on the frontier and in some ways exceeded the standard social boundaries. Almost all of his young female characters are innocent, in possession of beautiful hair, skin, and eyes; they also tend to be resilient, determined, physically strong, and far less helpless than the average melodrama heroine. Many of his contemporary writers presented women who had the uncanny ability to faint on cue—especially when their conscious presence was not wanted in a scene—and to be simpering weaklings in the face of danger. A Ned Buntline heroine is tougher than that. Although his women are often at the mercy of larger, stronger, or quicker and more ruthless men, and although they are capable of demonstrating emotional distress and terror, they never lose their spirit or give up hope of escape or rescue. Indeed, many extricate themselves through trickery and cunning from some villain’s containment, and some few prove proficient enough with firearms or other weapons to defend themselves, at least up to a point. From time to time, Judson casts a woman in the role of villain, not precisely as a femme fatale, but often as the catalyst or instigator of some evil, frequently because she perceives that she has been wronged and wants her revenge.

His female characters are never in danger of being called “liberated.” As a rule, if they don’t understand their place as daughters, mothers, or wives, they’re ultimately undone. Overall, though, a refreshing independence about them suggests that they know their own minds and are not shy about asserting their will and maintaining their individuality.

At the same time, an undercurrent of restraint informs the entire spectrum of the dime novel. Long before the passage of the Comstock Act of 1873, producers of story papers and other popular fiction were sensitive to the moral content of the material they shipped through the U. S. Mail. Nothing salacious or even suggestive was allowed.* Even official government documents relied on euphemisms and polite phrasing to avoid unsavory details; military reports about Indian depredations would make such substitutions as “outraged” for “raped” and “unmanned” for “castrated.” In the dime novel, not even that much of a suggestion could be allowed. Instead, the “fate worse than death” for most of Judson’s heroines is to be forced to marry some villain—quite often an Indian chief. The assertion seems to be that if the young woman is forced to go through some sort of ceremony, she would be ruined forever. Even the blackest of knaves treats his female captives with decorum, threatening harm, perhaps, but never actually assaulting them.

Thus, only suggestions of less than scrupulous behavior dominate the form. The roughest and toughest characters certainly never stoop to profanity or verbal vulgarity. Curse word substitutes such as “dod-durn it,” and oaths such as “Moses and maple syrup!” or “By Jupiter and all attendant moons” substitute for stronger language, even in the direst circumstances. Viler cursing is sometimes alluded to, and from time to time, a character might announce that if he had a less strident conscience, he would utter an oath, but none ever appears. To some extent, this was a reflection of the forced gentility of what some would call “The Sentimental Age.* ” On another plane, however, it was a recognition that a large part of the market for the dime novel was youngsters, and impolite language of any sort, if discovered by curious parents reading over their children’s shoulders, could have a devastating effect on sales. Hence, even the most evil of bad men and roughest of frontier rustics speaks with a sensitivity to correctness that extends to their most emotionally laden utterances.

Judson’s male villains also tend to reflect the moral climate and antisocial traits of his age. Mainly, his western villains can be divided into three groups: Indians, renegade white men, and outlaws. The distinction between the second and third is important, for the implication in his works seems to be that the renegades (often half-breeds or individuals who have for one reason or another “gone native”) who align themselves with evil forces against the greater good of society are far more dangerous than mere malefactors. Outlaws may well have been driven to a life of crime as the result of greed or, in some cases, as a result of perceived injustice; they tend to run the gamut from thieves and gang leaders to men whose criminal inclinations are the result of the irrestible temptation to enrich themselves at the expense of others. Frequently, both types appear in a single plot. This offers an opportunity to contrast the types against each other; it also affords an extension of the plot, as the hero must battle them both evil forces, one at a time and together.

A common feature of many of Judson’s westerns is the attempt on the part of some villain to seize a hero’s or heroine’s birthright and to remove its owner from the scene, either by arranging for his or her capture or demise at the hands of others (especially Indians) or by killing him or her outright. Even within this category, though, he makes distinctions between those villains who have cunning and wit enough to evolve intricate plots and schemes and those who are mere brutes, dangerous individuals whose ruthlessness and capacity for violence knows no subtlety.

Renegade white men villains appear with less frequency in Ned Buntline’s work. Generally, these individuals are former soldiers of fortune who have turned their backs on institutionalized civilization and aligned themselves with hostile Indian tribes. They usually have taught the Indians the white man’s strategies and combat tactics. Additionally, the renegades introduce the savages to modern arms and teach them to avoid the pitfalls of drunkenness and disease which, Ned Buntline constantly proclaims, are the bane of the red man’s existence. From time to time, the renegades are redeemed, sometimes by the restoration of that which they believe they have lost, and sometimes by the expressed nobility of the hero or heroine. More often, though, they are regarded as particularly dangerous, because they combine the sophistication of a civilized life with the primitive hostility of the savage Indian to form a deadly and conscienceless combination.

It is with the Indians, however, that Ned Buntline’s dime novels depart from the norm most obviously. A casual glance might suggest that Judson knew very little about the American Indian and that he was responding completely to period stereotypes, but a closer reading of his works reveals a subtle difference in the way he treated Native Americans and the manner in which they were depicted by many of his contemporaries.

Indians in these Ned Buntline western stories divide typically into two groups: “good Indians” and “bad Indians.” But the line between the two groups is not particularly distinct. Bad Indians are almost always drawn from tribes that were, during the period, notably engaged in hostilities against white encroachment: the Sioux, Cheyenne, Blackfoot, Comanche, Lipan, and Apache. Good Indians, as a rule, are Pawnee, Arapaho, and occasionally Kiowa. That Judson had only the most rudimentary knowledge about these native peoples is obvious, particularly when he has traditional and bitter enemies (Comanche and Lipan, for example) forging alliances against the local whites and combining forces for their mutual benefit.

He also pays no particular attention to a band’s geographic locale, sometimes admitting Sioux to Texas and Comanche to the High Plains. Finally, he seems to make little distinction among tribes in their dress, language, religion, or culture, assuming—as, indeed, did most whites of his era—that they all subscribed to the same social structures, practices, and beliefs. He generally assumes that plains Indians would not fight at night and that when they do go into battle, they form skirmish lines and put out flankers, as any quality military strategy would dictate. He indicates that they always require tobacco for any ceremony, that they place some sort of monetary value on scalps (often using them as currency), that their strongest desire is to marry white women, although they would never capture or molest a married woman, and that their war parties routinely number in the hundreds or even thousands. Although a Ned Buntline Indian—good or bad—is fiercely brave (and therefore a grand adversary for the hero) and devoted to principles and integrity, he almost always is sufficiently flawed in intelligence and sophistication, so he can be more easily defeated by stealth and wit than by outright assault.

Not all western novels turned on the conflict between whites and Indians as civilization pushed forward. Working within the limitations of that formula, Judson developed complications based on betrayal or apparent betrayal of a man’s word and on the corrupting influences of civilization on the more primitive but well-established cultural philosophy of what he clearly viewed as the “noble savage.” Even the worst of his Indian villains mix threats of mayhem and acts of terror with expressions of reasonable justification for their actions. They almost always display a sensitivity to their role in the universe and to their relationship to the “Great Spirit,” and they place a premium on courage and bold action, even in the name of villainy. Curiously, when an act of treachery occurs in one of these novels, it’s almost always by one white man against another; when a Ned Buntline Indian makes a promise, he tends to keep it.

In a way, this attitude reflects Judson’s reading of Cooper and others who depicted Indians as being more reactive than proactive in their violent rejection of white civilization, but Judson took the matter further. His understanding of the American Indian was, in places, laughably naïve and poorly informed. In several of his novels, characters hold forth at length about their personal antipathy to Indians and about their view of them as hopeless savages who ought to be exterminated. But apart from several isolated exceptions, Judson seemed years ahead of his time in his depiction of a people more sinned against than sinning. His Indians’ savagery is encouraged by the approach of a white civilization that had no appreciation of the Edenic purity represented in the Native American, a civilization that either wanted them pushed back even farther into the wilderness or dead.

Such an attitude represented no new direction for Judson, who had been lecturing on the wrongs done to the Seminoles in Florida since the early 1850s, but it did cut against the grain of public opinion in the United States. In the 1870s, as conflicts with the Sioux and Cheyenne heated up on the Great Plains and murderous stories involving Comanche and Apache came regularly out of the Southwest, to raise sympathy for the Indians’ plight was an uphill struggle, even for those most committed to doing so. Either way, Judson used the Indians as tools, elements in his fictional West that served an exciting purpose and represented a pagan evil that only a civilizing hand could vanquish. He never made a political issue of the Indians’ plight, nor did he exploit them. Even after news of the Little Bighorn debacle reached Judson, he never used it as a background or subject for a dime novel, although the commercial advantages of doing so had to be tempting.

Finally, though, and most importantly, there’s the Ned Buntline hero, the protagonist of his novels. Once again, a surface analysis of these western novels would seem to reveal that a Ned Buntline hero is pretty much like any other dime novel hero. Taken directly from the tradition that had spawned Natty Bummpo, and the fictional creations that were based on the real-life figures of Daniel Boone, Davy Crockett, and Kit Carson, the hero of the new Wild Wild West seemed to differ only in armament and accoutrement from the traditional frontiersman. The similarities are striking, even on other levels. To the antebellum audience, the frontier hero was generally one of two types. The first was a man who had suffered some severe loss, usually to the Indians. Adopting the ways and learning the wisdom of Native Americans, this individual would spend his life seeking revenge on those who had caused his pain. By direct or indirect action, he would aid the cause of civilization as it crept into the impenetrable forest, timidly searching out a path for the rest of civilization to follow.

Alternatively, the hero was a well-educated, well brought up, well-mannered gentleman of the East, both a product of and a representative of institutionalized civilization. He brought to the frontier not only a high sense of nobility and personal courage but also a refining spirit and genteel civility that would ultimately prevail against the savagery and primitiveness of the wilderness, sometimes by joining forces with those who had come before and found the path, and sometimes by being tutored by them in the ways of the West.

From time to time in the literary tradition of the nineteenth century, both of these hero character types appear in the same work—as they do in Cooper’s novels, for example. But their distinctions became increasingly distinctive and archetypcal over time and came to serve more didactic purposes. The rustic Indian-hater character in early western fiction was principally based on the historical figure, Lew Wetzel, dramatized sensationally by Edward Ellis in Frontier Angel; or, A Romance of Kentucky, in 1861. The rustic hero’s role was to teach the lessons of the frontier to the young and inexperienced sophisticate, who also provided a love interest for the heroine. Gradually, the former devolved into a consistently subordinate role, often paternal, sometimes providing comic relief, but also supplying the measure of violence required to subdue evil and make the West safe for the honest and the sincere. Just as gradually, the latter took on a natural understanding of the frontier sufficient for him to survive and ultimately to transform and civilize it; and he would, also naturally, get the girl in the end.

The dime novel structure refined this ideal even further, and under Ned Buntline’s pen, the two individual types were sometimes combined into a single hero who possessed both sets of characteristics. The rustic role, for Buntline, was relegated to a more avuncular position, developed out of his notion of Fritz, the plainsman of Norwood, who ultimately morphs into a rustic heroic ideal. Eventually, he becomes Cale Durg, a character Judson created for the stage, and ultimately Judson’s—or perhaps, Ned Buntline’s —alter-ego.* In each of these cases, the hero was a native of his own land, suddenly thrust into the position of caring for and protecting the innocent pioneers and adventurers who had arrived in the wilderness, singularly ill-equipped to survive. Christine Bold notes, “When Buntline put the native Westerner into the heroic role previously reserved for an Eastern gentleman, he did not break sharply with the other conventions of the romantic hero.* ” But Daryl Jones points out, “Such traits as humility, self-reliance, and moral insight found expression in the hero’s plain speech, his functional backwoods attire, his marksmanship, and his keen woodcraft. An agent of civilization, he was equipped to function in a wilderness setting. Yet the refined Western hero who also appeared in the middle 1870s was defined in terms decidedly social. His natural nobility found expression in youth and physical attractiveness, polished speech, drawing room savoir faire, and marriageability.* ” Thus, the foolish naiveté of the Eastern sophisticate and the brutal harshness of the Indian-hater became less polarized. Ultimately, over the course of Judson’s western dime novels, they were combined into a single character. He distilled the hero’s role and developed him into the kind of individual who would bridge the gap between Cooper’s intrepid Leatherstocking and Owen Wister’s cowboy hero, who would emerge in full flower at the end of the century.

As before in the shift from the woodsman to the plainsman, the change was not sudden or immediate. Following the tradition as he came to it (and to some extent, as he had helped to develop it through his previous writing), Judson’s first essay into western fiction, Norwood; or, Life on the Prairie (1849), handles the matter gently. In Stella Delorme* (1859), he casts the role of white avenger against red mayhem in the form of Ben McCulloch, the famed Texas Ranger who ultimately died a hero’s death fighting for the Confederacy in 1862 at Pea Ridge in Arkansas. (Judson spells his name McCullouch or McCullough.) The heroic love interest in the novel is a somewhat ineffective but still brave young man, schooled by the veteran westerner whose admirable nobility of character is balanced against his protégé’s honorable innocence. In Buffalo Bill, The King of Border Men, which appeared from December 1869 to March 1870, Judson follows the same pattern, never exposing his more civilized hero, Buffalo Bill, to blood revenge and slaughter, but leaving that task to Bill’s more volatile sidekick, Wild Bill Hickok. As the novels developed, though, Judson began reshaping his idea of the hero, gradually evolving figures such as Dashing Charlie and Tombstone Dick, a hero who could, with impunity, massacre a half dozen or more bad guys without a flicker of remorse, while risking his life to save even the least worthy of the party he was protecting. In several of the novelettes, Big Foot Wallace, for example, whole groups of villains are laid waste in gory scenes that border on summary execution, but the moral justification for the action seems always to override any outrage at excess that might arise.

A fully evolved Ned Buntline hero contains all the ordinary virtues required of the period. Handsome, athletic, capable, and daring, his heroes are expert marksmen who can break wild horses in a few moments’ time, find game on a barren landscape, and locate groves of trees surrounded by good grazing and plentiful grass in which to camp without trouble. They can go days at a time without sleep, never drink liquor, and they are always well spoken, grammatically correct, and oratorically gifted. They spit in the eye of danger, laugh at threats, and can endure the most torturous conditions while exuding practical wisdom about the need to rest horses or themselves. They can fall in love at a glance with women they’ve barely spoken to and then risk their lives to obtain their ladies’ favor. Their honesty is beyond reproach, their integrity beyond question, and a promise, even rendered to the most villainous of enemies, is worth their life to keep. And, without fail, they always get the girl.

That Judson saw himself in these roles seems likely; or perhaps it was not so much Edward Z. C. Judson he saw, but rather Ned Buntline, the public image he created and always advanced into the fray. As Jay Monaghan put it, referring to Judson’s early account of his adventures, “Always he told the reader that his story was going to be true, and then he told a whopper that nobody could believe.* ” But in the western dime novels, he suddenly had an audience that was ready not only to believe but also to embrace this new brand of heroics; and in his discovery of Buffalo Bill, Judson had a real, living and breathing apotheosis of the western hero in buckskins and sombrero to provide the evidence that such truly existed.

Hence, all of the heroes in Judson’s dime novels are, in one way or another, part Buffalo Bill, part Judson. Had he not stumbled upon William Cody lying asleep, and possibly drunk, under a wagon on a late summer’s day in 1869, chances are good that the handsome young man with greasy buckskins and long flowing curls would have merely continued his work foraging and scouting for the army. Eventually he would have faded into the anonymity of western history, along with hundreds of others who were doing the same thing, many of whom had also been called “Buffalo Bill.” Instead, he became a living symbol of the western hero, and in his projected character and public image, he came to represent all that was possible in the utopian ideal that the West seemed to offer.

Judson himself must have seen this and must have been sensitive to it, for all the while he was promoting Cody in print and on stage, pushing the initially shy and awkward plainsman out into the limelight, he also was creating his own fictional image. It would emerge as the nameless narrator of The Miner Detective, then more boldly as Cale Durg, sort of a stage name for Ned Buntline, who would figure as the avuncular but intrepid hero of Hazel-Eye, The Girl Trapper. But more often, it would appear in the authorial voice with which, in the style of narrative pose so common at the time, Ned Buntline’s persona would intrude into the narrative to verify the accuracy of some detail, sustain the correctness of some testimony, or merely to illuminate the story with an avowal that what the reader was vicariously experiencing actually happened.

In a way, on that day at Fort McPherson when Judson and Cody met, the more sustained meeting was between Ned Buntline and Buffalo Bill, the public images and perceived personalities that were utterly created out of the mind of one of the most remarkable men and one of the most imaginative writers of his time. That Cody would go on to become the archetypal western hero, whose name resonates more than a century after his death, while Judson would fade into philological obscurity in almost the same amount of time is ironic.

Another irony resides in the fact Judson probably never fully appreciated the impact of what he had done. The amount of time between the initial serialization of The King of Border Men and its first reprint ten years later suggests that whatever sensation the original novelette created was not immediately apprehended. It would take time and the contributions of writers such as Edward Wheeler, Prentiss Ingraham, and hundreds of others to augment, develop, and shape the western mythos into the form it would take in the next century, long after the frontier closed and the nation looked elsewhere for both adventure and utopia. In time, the western hero Judson molded out of the raw clay of the frontiersman left him by Cooper and others would be shaped into the cowboy hero, and names like Calamity Jane, Belle Starr, Billy the Kid, and Butch Cassidy would join those of Buffalo Bill and Wild Bill Hickok as part of the fabric of the nation’s iconographic past. When Owen Wister’s The Virginian came onto the scene some thirty years after The King of Border Men appeared, the new archetype was fully realized; but few, if any, acknowledged the role that Edward Z. C. Judson played in building it.

A Literary Man 

In his own time, Judson fought the elitism that condemned the work he produced to the negative category of “popular.” In effect, the books were seen as “boy’s books,” simple, unsophisticated stories of frontier adventure that offered the added benefit of an elementary lesson in life. They confirmed the notion that good always triumphed over evil if the agents of good remained true to high moral values and sustained the positive influences of civilization. They couldn’t truly be literature, not in any sense that such a term had meaning in the salons and drawing rooms of the educated and worldly. That they made money, that they had wide appeal among the common people were not perceived as virtues; such attributes were actually signs that they were indeed as lowbrow and simple as they appeared to be.

But their influence, not only on the western novel but on shaping the form of the modern novel, cannot be denied. In their transition from story paper to dime novels, then ultimately to pulp fiction and mass-market paperbacks, these works gave a distinctive shape and design to modern fiction. Their influence can be found in writers of no less stature than Stephen Crane, Theodore Dreiser, Jack London, and Upton Sinclair. They certainly can be found in the works of Zane Gray, Walter Van Tilburg Clark, Louis L’Amour, Elmore Leonard, Larry McMurtry, and Cormac McCarthy. Beyond the western, they are recognizable in the works of John Le Carré, Ken Follett, Tom Clancy, and even Stephen King. To some extent, their structures and expectations inform the best of American popular fiction today, for we still see the central struggle in modern fiction to be between a lone hero, standing for noble principles and objective justice, against a savage foe and the corruption of civilization, bent on their destruction; and more often than not, whatever else is at stake seems less important in the moment than does the girl.

In retrospect, then, it may well be that Ned Buntline’s sensational tale of western adventure not only rejuvenated a category of fiction, but that it set a pattern, established a new formula that continues to flourish nearly a century and a half later. It’s probably not too much to say that he set a standard and, hackneyed and trite as the formula might appear to contemporary readers, it remains the measure of what a good novel, western or otherwise, aspires to be.

—Clay Reynolds
The University of Texas at Dallas
 2011 







Editorial Note 

THE TEXTS OF THE FOLLOWING SELECTIONS have been digitally scanned from microfilm. The original publications, where available, are not in a condition to permit reproduction via photocopier or digital scanner; in most cases, they cannot even be handled without risk of severe damage or destruction.

The best information available suggests that usually the original serialized novelettes appeared in story papers such as Street & Smith’s New York Weekly. Then they were reissued or reprinted as independent pamphlet-style publications known as dime novels, with only slight re-editing or no re-editing whatsoever; exceptions have generally been noted. Chapter headings have been preserved where they were used, but without more specific examination, it’s not possible to tell where serial breaks or caesura occurred. These must be inferred in some cases at any event, because the original serialized version cannot be located or safely examined.

It’s important to bear in mind that the term “dime novel” applies generally to all inexpensively produced, mass-market fiction that appeared from 1860 until about 1910. Not all of these sold for ten cents; indeed, they sold variously for a nickel or a quarter or two-for-a-quarter or at other price points throughout the period. Some, such as The King of Border Men, were reprinted in full volume form in later issues. The term, therefore, has become a generic indicator of a type of fiction, rather than a particular series of publications that sold for a specific price. Although Beadle and Adams were the originators of the dime novel in 1860 and issued only 631 titles as either “Dime Novels” or “New Dime Novels” between 1860 and 1885, it’s estimated that as many as eleven million titles in numerous formats for a variety of cover prices were issued by multiple publishing houses in the fifty-year period from 1860 to 1910. Even a more realistic estimate of 4 million titles is still a phenomenal lot of popular fiction to emerge from any period.

The chief literary value of these stories lies in the historical development not only of the novel in general but of the western American novel, specifically. Conventions established in these works would continue to appear as virtual requirements in the western for a good long while. Such clichés as “head ’em off at the pass,” “white man speaks with forked tongue,” and “shootin’ iron,” were propagated if not coined in this form. Stereotypical heroes and villains were established here more as archetypes than as flat, undeveloped stock characters, and the vagaries and caprices of the western American landscape were established as fixed entities. In that sense these works provide a bridge and a foundation for literary efforts to come in all categories, not merely in the western. Their importance is vital, and, as one reads them and discovers, their entertainment value, though often archaic and somewhat overcooked, is obvious to the objective eye.







A Cautionary Note on Language

IN MOST ALL OF THE SELECTIONS IN THIS VOLUME, as in most of the material published for public consumption during the nineteenth century, there appear words and phrases that, by modern standards, are decidedly offensive to the eye and ear. Epithets and expressions regarding race, ethnicity, and gender used during the period of the mid-to-late nineteenth century were not restrained by any sense of political or social sensitivity. Difficult as it may be to accept by twenty-first century readers, and tragic as it may be to admit in our more enlightened and tolerant age, the use of such language in that era was not intended to provoke or incite or especially to insult, denigrate, or disparage any group. In most cases, such phrasings were part of the average American’s standard vernacular, the common parlance of the common man, in sum. Such terminology was regularly used by people whose political, social, and philosophical sensibilities ran counter to the practices of discrimination and subjugation of the very groups the terms refer to. As a matter of social relevancy, it was the tone of voice and accompanying gestures to such language that defined them as being deliberately insulting, not the words themselves.

Edward Z. C. Judson (aka Ned Buntline) was no different in this regard from any other American or any other writer of his time. Terms that are today deemed to be defamatory as they applied not only to ethnic and racially defined groups but also as references to national origin or religious preference were so much a part of the acceptable vocabulary of his world that he would never have regarded them to be particularly noteworthy. Like most writers of the time, he saw himself, correctly, as a member of the American mainstream. He championed the causes of Native American rights and refused to agree to a political platform plank endorsing the continuation of slavery.

Other writers of the era—James Fenimore Cooper, Herman Melville, Louisa May Alcott, Mark Twain, Bret Harte, William De Forest, to name a few— routinely incorporated such phrasings into both their narratives and characters’ dialogue. The practice would continue well into the twentieth century, indeed up to and even beyond the era of a raised social consciousness that has emerged in the last four decades. The intent was not to do harm, but to produce authentic dialogue. For authors to have substituted polite euphemisms or politically correct phrases would have struck their contemporary readers as more than odd. They would have seen it as affected and false.

Accordingly, the works of Ned Buntline here presented are offered intact, as they were originally printed. To excise or edit certain words or phrases or alter editorially the expressions of either narrators or characters would be a betrayal of the historical integrity of the originals. Such changes would damage them by trying to force them to conform to a level of social sensibility that neither their authors nor their original readers could comprehend.

It’s important to note that such language as might be deemed to be offensive that appears here appears only in the context of the Ned Buntline novelettes. It is not elsewhere repeated, or even cited. It is not the intention of the editor or the publisher to sensationalize such expressions or to promote them. They are merely part of the fabric of the literature of the past, and, as such, they serve as reminders of the distance we have come from that time of ignorance and intolerance into a more enlightened and accepting world.
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Buffalo Bill, the King of Border Men; or, 
The Wildest and Truest Tale I’ve Ever Told 

Editor’s Note 

Originally published over a period of three months between December 1869 and March 1870, this story has become the signature Ned Buntline tale of the West. Edward Z. C. Judson’s discovery of William F. Cody and his immediate exploitation of him created a western hero unparalleled in his era. It’s likely that neither Judson nor his publisher, Street & Smith’s New York Weekly, had an appreciation of the magnitude of what they actually were doing. Although Judson would go on to produce five more dime novels based on Buffalo Bill’s exploits—mostly imagined—and although he would certainly predicate his traveling road show, Scouts of the Plains, upon material he clearly had gathered from Cody, neither Buffalo Bill nor any western idea seemed to dominate his writing career either before or after 1869.

The story follows a standard plot formula, one that would become something of a Ned Buntline trademark: abduction, pursuit, rescue, re-abduction, re-pursuit, re-rescue, with a multiple set of villains (in this case, four distinct groups). It is, by comparison, much bloodier and more violent than most of his other westerns (Big Foot Wallace being a notable exception), with dozens and dozens of villains being slain at a time and even the bodies of innocents left littering the prairie and mountain landscape. In this version, Buffalo Bill is a vengeful and deliberate killer, a trait that would be softened in subsequent tales. Here, the action ranges from somewhere near the Missouri/Kansas line, near the valley of the Republican River, up to the Platte River, and out to the Colorado River. Characters traverse these great distances in a matter of days, or sometimes hours. Mountain crags and deep abysses, rushing streams and waterfalls, broad prairies and heavy woods are spread akimbo throughout the narrative. There is also the more or less requisite timely thunderstorm and constant attention to the needs of horses, as well as several temperance lectures, many of which are ascribed to Buffalo Bill, probably to Cody’s surprise when he read it.

Buffalo Bill and his erstwhile sidekick and boon companion Wild Bill Hickok are at the center of the story, which begins with the brutal murder of Buffalo Bill’s father by the chief villain, Jake M’Kandlas, a pro-slaver and Missouri bushwhacker. After swearing revenge, growing to manhood, and developing extraordinary frontier skills, Buffalo Bill and his horse Powder Face join ranks with Wild Bill and his equally talented mount, Black Nell, to recapture Lottie, Buffalo Bill’s sister, who has been kidnapped by Dave Tutt, one of the M’Kandlas gang. Other villains, including Alf Coye, Ma-no-tee, a Sioux warrior queen, and ultimately Ben Mc-Culloch, in a reprise role from Stella Delorme, challenge the pair, and the action is virtually nonstop.

The story breaks in two; after Chapter XXX, the action shifts from the high plains to St. Louis; the focus also changes from dealing with frontier bushwhackers and hostile Indians to the opening days of the Civil War. The climax occurs at the Battle of Pea Ridge (or Elkhorn Tavern), which actually took place in March 1862, in which William Cody was insignificantly involved. Ben McCulloch, however, was killed in the fray in what was regarded by his troops as a highly heroic manner. Even though McCulloch is a serious threat to Buffalo Bill and his security in the Ned Buntline tale, Judson is careful not to make him out to be too much the villain and redeems him in an off handed way.

Historical facts are mostly adverse to the story itself. William Cody did shoot it out with the M’Kandlas gang (actually spelled McCandlas or McCandless), but the encounter took place in Nebraska, not in Missouri. Cody met James Butler (“Wild Bill”) Hickok much later than the early 1860s, and the pair never particularly partnered up or rode together for any length of time. Typically, Judson seldom stopped in his composition to check facts or verify much of anything. He again uses “McCullough” for “McCulloch,” misspells Hickok’s name as “Hitchcock” throughout, calls William Clarke Quantrell “Cantrell,” assigns a mythical sister named Lottie to Cody, and gives Cody a true love and eventually a wife, Louisa La Valliere, even though Cody was already married to Louisa Frederici. The battle scene that brings the story to its climax and close is ludicrously inaccurate in detail. Nevertheless, the story establishes a remarkable number of precedents and leaves matters open for a sequel, which Judson would provide in Buffalo Bill’s Best Shot; or, The Heart of Spotted Tail. A Story of Life on the Plains in 1872.

Judson completed the Buffalo Bill cycle with: Buffalo Bill’s Last Victory; or, Dove-Eye, the Lodge Queen; Dashing Charlie, the Texan Whirlwind; Texas Jack, the White King of the Pawnees; A Mate to Buffalo Bill; and Will Cody, the Pony Express Rider; or, Buffalo Bill’s First Trail. The last of these appeared in 1885 and possibly was the last dime novel Judson published under the name Ned Buntline. His conclusion of the Wild Bill Hickok adventures appeared in On the Death Trail; or, the Last of Wild Bill. Buffalo Bill, though, would be frequently referenced and lauded in many of Ned Buntline’s tales, as would be Wild Bill himself.

The version of the original Buffalo Bill serial presented here is taken from an 1886 reprint of the first complete edition, which was issued by J. S. Ogilvie & Company in 1881. Insofar as is known, Street & Smith never issued any reprint of the original serial as a separate piece, but they did reprint the serial in some fashion or other during the time in between its original appearance and the 1881 Ogilvie edition. Ogilvie offered another reprint in 1887, and P. O. Vickery published an edition of the story in 1896. Subsequent editions continued to appear for the next century, including an expurgated version from Arno Press in 1974 that only includes the first thirty chapters. The Ogilvie edition is believed to be taken directly from the Street & Smith plates, a conjecture that is more or less verified by the preservation of such errors as the misspellings “McCullogh,” “Hitchcock,” and “Cantrell.”
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