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AN INTRODUCTION TO BEADLE & ADAMS DIME NOVELS


An extraordinary series of books was offered to the public in 1860. The editors at Beadle & Adams Publishing proudly presented reading material specifically geared to the female market. With few exceptions, dime novels authored by women centered on fearless females who braved the open prairie beyond the Mississippi, where they encountered outlaws, warring Indians, and wild animals and endured frigid temperatures, searing heat, and torrential downpours. These fictitious heroines faced desperate challenges bravely, but maintained their beauty and femininity. The combination of determined spirit and classic charm made these characters admirable. They also served as role models for young girls and women—in particular, those hoping to find a better life beyond the Rocky Mountains.


Some historians suggest government officials encouraged dime novel publishers because the books helped persuade settlers to travel to the New Frontier. The country was on the verge of a civil war, and western migration had slowed as a result of the impending conflict between the North and the South. During the war, the Union sought to encourage the continued expansion of the U.S. boundaries and used every means at their disposal to do so.


Politicians recognized women could bring social order to the uncivilized West. The quicker the West was tamed, the easier it would be to claim the territories and their riches to help fund the North’s cause. Critics who believed that dime novels were being exploited to further the North’s cause felt the books were harmful because they promoted an unrealistic idea of life in a rugged new land.




BOOKS FOR THE MILLIONS!


A Dollar Book For A Dime!!


128 Pages Complete,


Only Ten Cents!!!


Beadle Dime Novel No. 1


Malaeska: The Indian Wife of the White Hunter


BY MRS. ANN S. STEPHENS


128 Pages. 12 Months Ready
Saturday Morning, June 9
Irwin P. Beadle & Co., Publishers
No. 141 William Street, New York
Ross & Tousey, General Agents





Advertisement for the first Beadle & Adams dime novel as it appeared in the New York Tribune, June 1860


Beadle & Adams’s reason for publishing the popular books was mostly financial. Dime novels were the most popular form of literary entertainment from 1860 to 1915. They were fast, exciting reads, and their size made them easy to transport. Women in the East pored over the material while doing their daily chores or on their lunch breaks. Women on their way west read while on the stage or around the campfire. Beadle & Adams novels focused on dramatic struggles and hardships—often of the American pioneer. A strong sense of patriotism or morality was at the heart of each story.


Brothers Erastus and Irwin Beadle and entrepreneur Robert Adams weren’t the first to publish such quick adventure novels—they merely issued the material in a continuous series instead of issuing them sporadically, and sold them at a fixed price of ten cents. The novels were printed on the least expensive, lowest-grade paper available. The type was small, no more than two or three columns. The trim size was 6⅝ by 4½ inches, and the books were generally 96 to 128 pages long. Each title was issued in a brightly colored wrapper with an illustration depicting the adventurous subject of the book in a dangerous setting.


As dime novels were not considered by the literary world to be on par with other books, the material was primarily relegated to being sold at newsstands and specialty shops. That restriction did not hinder sales, and the Beadle & Adams Publishing formula proved to be extremely profitable. From 1860 to 1872, the company dominated the cheap fiction market. Authors hoping to get their story read by the company’s chief editors had to adhere to very specific submission guidelines.




So much is said, and justly, against a considerable number of papers and libraries now on the market, that we beg to repeat the fol-lowing announcement and long standing instructions to all contributors:


Authors who write for our consideration will bear in mind that—


We prohibit subjects of characters that carry an immoral taint—


We prohibit the repetition of any occurrence which, though true, is yet better untold—


We prohibit what cannot be read with satisfaction by every right-minded person old and young alike—


We require your best work—


We require unquestioned originality—


We require pronounced strength of plot and high dramatic interest in story—


We require grace and precision of narrative and correctness of composition.


Authors must be familiar with characters and places which they introduce and not attempt to write in a field of which they have no intimate knowledge.


Those who fail to reach the standard here indicated cannot write acceptably for our several libraries, or for any of our publications.


The Beadle & Adams Editorial Staff – January 1861





Many talented writers contributed to the Beadle & Adams publications on their way to becoming literary giants. Ned Buntline, Mark Twain, and Louisa May Alcott were a few of the gifted authors who wrote for the publishing house.


With the exception of famous authors such as Charlotte Bronte, Alexandre Dumas, and Buffalo Bill Cody, the dime novel characters were better known than their creators. Hurricane Nell, the Queen of the Saddle; Lasso Bess, the Trapper; and Mountain Kate were daring women that readers couldn’t get enough of. Their exploits and challenges were the topic of many fireside conversations.


At a time when job opportunities for women outside the home were limited, Beadle & Adams employed a number of female authors. Ann S. Stephens, Metta Victor, and Mrs. Henry J. Thomas were among the top moneymakers for the company. Not unlike the women they wrote about, these authors represented a pioneering spirit in the field of popular fiction. Their readership went beyond the western Plains into Europe. Ladies in France and England who enjoyed the romantic tales of the American West yearned to embark on the same quests as the women in the books.


Romance books penned by women were among the best-selling dime novels. As such, proposals on that topic were approved over other subject matter. Male writers in tune with the market submitted love stories under female pennames. Popular Beadle & Adams author Albert Aiken used the pseudonym Frances Helen Davenport, and author Frank S. Finn used the nom de plume Eve Lawless.


By 1891 the dime novel had been replaced by more serious types of literature. Educational books and children’s stories had risen in popularity. At the turn of the twentieth century, the Beadle & Adams staff made significant changes in the layout and covers of their publications. They also lowered the price of the material to a nickel. Still, they could never recapture the success the bold, soft-bound novels once knew.


Original copies of Beadle & Adams dime novels are rare. According to historians at the California State Historical Library, if the books are found in a complete set of an author’s work and in good condition, they could be worth more than $500.


The language used in these historic dime novels is a combination of Victorian-era English and a vocabulary indicative of the time. In an essay in the Yale Review in 1937, historian Merle Curti wrote of the dime novels that these “fragile, rare, and highly fugitive books will be useful … to anyone interested in proletarian literature,” and that they “must be taken in account particularly by those interested in the democratization of culture … in the rise and reinforcement of our traditions and adventure and rugged individualism, in the development of class consciousness, and in the growth of American patriotism and nationalism.”


It is with great pleasure we bring this classic series of Beadle & Adams dime novels to a new generation. We’re sure you’ll find these melodramatic tales both entertaining and inspiring. Although these books were written more than a century ago, their themes of American spirit and determination, of courage and bravery, of heroism and patriotism, and of friendship, love, and honor are timeless.




DIME NOVELIST
MRS. HENRY J. THOMAS


The motion was not altogether unanticipated; and the peddler; by dexterously throwing his arms between those of his antagonist, and seizing his shoulder with a strong grip, partially relieved his throat from the strangling embrace.


—Excerpt from Mrs. Henry J. Thomas’s dime novel The Wrong Man; A Tale of the Early Settlements, 1862


Mrs. Henry J. Thomas was among the best-selling dime novel authors, penning ten titles for Beadle & Adams, the leading publisher of these popular stories. Although she was one of the company’s top moneymakers, Mrs. Thomas’s background remains largely a mystery. According to historian Albert Johannsen, who wrote The House of Beadle and Adams and Its Nickel and Dime Novels, the definitive book on the publisher’s authors, “Not a single word of biography has been found on Mrs. Henry J. Thomas.” Some historians suggest she contributed additional stories under the name Colin Barker. Others, including Johannsen, speculate that she might have been a he—that Mrs. Henry J. Thomas could possibly have been the pseudonym for Mr.Henry J. Thomas. Still other experts believe Mrs. Henry J. Thomas was indeed a woman, but a woman with a shady past. According to these experts, the author submitted her work to Beadle & Adams in an attempt to escape a life of prostitution. To keep her true identity secret from the publishing world, she used a nom de plume.


No matter what the true story, or her true identity, there is no denying that Mrs. Thomas was one of the leading dime novel authors of her day. Her most successful novel, The Prairie Bride; or, the Squatter’s Triumph, was also her last. Published in 1869, The Prairie Bride was reprinted several times and later found a new audience as part of Beadle & Adams’s pocket novel series (much smaller versions of the publisher’s most well-read books).


Mrs. Thomas’s other novels included Border Bessie, A Romance of the Kanawha; Old Kyle, the Trailer; or, The Renegade of the Delaware; Ben Bramble, the Hunter King of the Kanawha; and The Golden Belt; or, The Carib’s Pledge.
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CHAPTER ONE


THE PIONEERS


“By jingo! I b’lieve somebody has jumped my claim!”


“There’s smoke comin’ out of the chimney, that is certain!”


“Yes, and I see a woman—there’s somebody living there, sure.”


These exclamations all came from the occupants of a large covered wagon, which had been slowly toiling along over the prairie, and had but just attained the summit of a range of bluffs, near the foot of which stood a rude but comfortable-looking log cabin, evidently of recent construction.


A small stream of water, along whose edge grew a line of cottonwood trees and hazel bushes, flowed in a sparkling thread, just beyond the house, and gave a peculiar charm to the spot.


Andrew Hosmar, the first speaker, had, about six months previous to the opening of our story, left his family in Kentucky while he went to Iowa to select a “claim” from the public lands, intending, if the country suited him, to return for his family, and establish himself where he and his four sturdy boys could “have a chance,” as he expressed it, “to spread themselves.”


The boundless prairie—the rich black soil so deep and mellow, waiting patiently under its waving green mantle, for the plow and the hand of man to call forth its riches—delighted him; and after spending a few weeks in “looking around,” he found a section that particularly pleased him, erected a cabin upon it, made a few other improvements, and then, without taking the precaution of pre-empting it, thinking to do so at his leisure, and not expecting to be long absent, he returned to Kentucky for his family. But, alas!


“The best laid plans o’ mice an’ men


Aft gang aglee.”*


Hosmar was detained in Kentucky nearly three months by sickness, and when, after a tedious and wearisome journey of several weeks, he reached his little prairie cabin, it was to discover another person in possession. In western phrase, some sharper had “jumped his claim.”


The party in the wagon remained silent for several moments, but, at length, Mrs. Hosmar, a weak, faded-looking woman, with pale-blue eyes and sun-burnt hair, asked, apprehensively:


“What are you a-goin’ to do, Hosmar?”


The man did not reply, but with compressed lips and glittering eyes, spoke a sharp “gee-up!” to his tired horses, and started down the side of the bluff. In a few moments more he stopped before the cabin door.


A man, tall, lank, and in his shirt-sleeves, sauntered out upon the steps as the wagon came to a halt, and saluted Hosmar with:


“How de do, stranger? Want to stop?”


“Ruther reckon I do! It’s been my calculation fur some time, to stop when I got here!” was the curt reply.


“Ah! is that so? Wal, we ain’t much in the habit of keepin’ strangers. House is ruther small fur that; but ef yer a mind to put up with sich accommodations as we’ve got, why—”


“I don’t want any of your accommodations; this cabin belongs to me, and—”


“B’longs to you? Wal, that’s cool, I swear!” interrupted the man on the steps. “Got yer papers in yer pocket?” he added, with an attempt at wit.


“Yes, it belongs to me,” replied Hosmar, trying to keep his temper under control and speak calmly. “I built this cabin last spring; I’m here with my family to occupy it, and I want to know what right you have to be in possession of it?”


“As good a right as I’ve any occasion fur, my friend; and ef you’ll take the trouble to go to the land-office, you kin find out that this piece of land, and what’s on it, belongs to a man named Bill H. Larkins—an’ that’s me!”


“Well, Mr. Larkins, if you expect to cheat me out of this, you’ll find yourself a-dealin’ with the wrong man; and the sooner you make up your mind to quit, the better it’ll be fur you, fur I swear by the stars, that the cabin I hev built fur my own use shall never stand to shelter your cowardly head!” exclaimed Hosmar.


“Don’t make no threats, stranger, ’tain’t healthy! and I think that a man as is fool enough to take up a piece of land like this and then leave the country without pre-empting it, or gettin’ any title to it, expectin’ everybody to walk ’round it and keep off till he gits ready to come back to it, ain’t quite sharp enough to prosper in these diggin’s, an’ had better travel on a spell till he comes to a place whar thar ain’t anybody else ’round!”


This speech was delivered with perfect sangfroid, as the speaker deposited a huge quid of tobacco in his capacious mouth.


But Hosmar did not give him a chance to enjoy the morsel, for, with the spring of a tiger, he leaped from his wagon and grasped him by the throat.


“Take that! and that! you infernal rascal! I’ll thrash the life out of you!”


The vigorous blows that emphasized nearly every word, seemed likely to make his threat good, for the attack had been so sudden and so furious, that Larkins was taken at a disadvantage, and had it not been for his better-half, the squatter would certainly have fared hardly. But she, seeing the helpless condition of her liege lord, came to the rescue with a stout hickory broomstick, and belabored the struggling combatants so vigorously that—although in the blindness of her zeal, or it may be malice prepense, she bestowed as many blows on one as upon the other—Hosmar relaxed his hold and retreated to the side of his wagon, while the rescued husband, as soon as he could collect himself, disappeared within the cabin followed by his valiant helpmeet.


In a moment, however, Larkins reappeared, rifle in hand.


“Now, stranger,” he exclaimed, “I’ll give you jist five minutes to git into yer wagon an’ start; an’ the quicker you git out of my sight, the better it’ll be fur you!”


“Rachel, hand me my gun!” said Hosmar, quietly, without altering his position.


“Oh, Andrew, do git into the wagon an’ drive on! What’s the use of stayin’ here to be murdered!” entreated Mrs. Hosmar.


“Yes, uncle Hosmar, do. I am sure that the law will restore your claim to you!” said a pleasant voice, and a young girl leaned forward, and placed her hand coaxingly on Mr. Hosmar’s shoulder.


“The law! Yes, I’ve tried law before now, and ‘a burnt child dreads the fire.’ I tell you I’ll never give up my rights to that sneak there as long as there’s life in me.”


“Oh, dear! I wish we’d a-stayed whar we was; I jest expect we’ll all—”


“Hand me the gun!” interrupted Hosmar, sternly, and with trembling hands his wife obeyed.
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