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From McCook
 

Frank H. Spearman was a prolific writer 

ofheroic fiction, especially about railroads 

and the men who built and ran them in 

the West in the late 1800s. 

by Tom White 

DURING THE LAST HALF OF HIS LIFE, HE FOUND A 

substantial audience for his magazine stories and 

books, and early Hollywood created photoplays of 

several stories. His most famous work, Whispering 

Smith, became a best seller in 1906 and was filmed 

three times, the last in 1948, in Technicolor, starring 

Alan Ladd, Robert Preston, and Brenda Marshall. 

That Spearman's writing, defined by a stylistic 

realism and plots built around devotion to duty, has 

not won him a place in the literary canon next to 

his more avant-garde, muckraking contemporaries, 

Frank Norris and Theodore Drieser, is not a surprise. 

The vitality, courage, and endurance of Spearman's 

characters, who risked all for order, progress, and 

their enterprise, seem idealistic and stilted today. 



During most of the twen tieth centulY, th e ru gged 
ind ividual ist hero fough t for personal freedom, 
bucking the organization or government; they 
were not Spearman's duty·bound company men. 

More curious, Spearman has remained vi rtually 
unknown as a Nebraska author. He lived and 
worked in the sta te for eight years and there 

discovered the drama and people wh o became 
the characters for his early ta les. The Nerve o( Foley 
and Held (or Orders, collec tions of his best maga· 
zine rai lroad stories, are sti ll in print and paint a 
generation of Nebraska rail pion eers during the 
state's most robust period of economic and 
population growth. 

On August 25, 1886, Spearman, then a thin , 
asthmatic, twenty·six-year-old tea and co ffee sa les
man, disembarked from a train in North Platte 
after a hot day's ride. Though he could not have 
known at the time, th e letter he wrote to his w ife 
in Chicago the next morning was prescien t: 

I have been so on the fly since I arrived in 
the state o f Nebraska that I haven't had time to 
tell you my impressions of th e noble expanse 
of country-Dakota is fine-but if there can 
be a choice-and I rea lly bel ieve there is
Nebraska is fi ner. I must admi t I'm thoroughly 
gone on the mighty West. "Dead stuck on it " 
as th e boys say. ' 

The West, then being transformed by railroads, 
wou ld become Spearman's muse. And he saw a 
future for himsel f in the West, despite his wea k, 
thin stature and refined city tastes so foreign to 
the frontier. 

He wrote to his w ife , 

My ride throu gh Nebraska from Sioux City 
to Omaha showed me a ro lling country
simply magnificent. Yesterday's ride across the 
state due west was through the Platte Va lley, 
which is from five to fifteen mi les wide and flat 
as a billiard table, bu t ah , so fertil e! On either 
side north and sou th you can see in the dis
ta nce the line of hills wh ich mark the limits of 
the va lley-beyond these I am told th at rolli ng 
characler of the counlly returns-It's terrifi c. :? 

Ten days later, on September 3, after travel ing 
the rails through western Nebraska and eastern 
Colorado investigating the prospects for establish
ing a bank in one of the new towns sp ringing up 
at almost every waler slop, he wrote to his older 
brother, I-larry, 

I have been look ing just long enough to 
know what I want when J see it. McCook is 
the town for our business; and J will travel 
no further, if the next few days work con firms 
the general survey of today . 

[t is situated on the main Denver line of 
the B&M Road. A division station- you get 
into a sleeper at noon in Chicago and arri ve 
at McCook at 9:.(15 the next night. The town is 
fOllr yea rs old : abollt 2,000 to 4,500 people 
[abollt 2,000 was correct ill 18861-the la rgest 
town between Hastin gs and Denver.:\ 

The Spearman brothers had discussed start ing 
a small bank; Hany would invest capital and Frank 
would manage the business. In his letter, Frank 
reported, "There are two banks here a National 
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To his wife, Eugenie, Frank 
wrote enthusiastically 
about McCook's amenities, 
aftractive appearance, 
and business potential, 
adding the emphatic 
underlined declaration, 
"You will like the town!" 
HE~nry E. Hunting ton Librory 
Jnd Art GnllAry 
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$50,000 and a private one $50,000. Chattel loans 
go qu ickly at 2'" 10 5%. We begin wilh Ihe counlry 
surround ling] il : good farming lands about a town 
is the first consideration in our business. McCook 
is situated in the Republican Valley. The finest 
lands in the state lie on the divide between this 
and the Platte Valley [to the] north ."" 

Though it would be ten years and two career 
sh ifts before Spearman began to pour out stories 
about the daring, hardy people he found on 
western rai l lines, many of them first-generat ion 
immigrants, Nebraska and McCook had sparked 
his imagination. 

Spearman was born in Buffalo, New York, in 
September 1859, the third and last child of Simon 
and Emil ine Spearman. His fa ther, age fifty-nine 
when Frank was born, had been a prosperous 
planter on the Maryland-Delaware border early 
in li fe. But the Civil War, financial reverses, and a 
second family- Emi line was eighteen and he was 
forty-seven when they married-forced him to look 
west to the fron tier. First, he moved his family to 
Qu incy, Michigan, and then in 1867, to Appleton, 
Wisconsin, where he opened a general store.s 

Frank was a good student and avid reader as a 
boy, and spent time observing the store's trade and 
customers. He was fi fteen when his fa ther, who 
had worked as a traveling salesman in his last years, 
died at age seventy-four. At his mother's urging, 
Frank dropped out of Lawrence College after one 
year and took an office job at a woolen mi ll to 
earn money for the fam ily. 

Emil ine, described later by her son as high
minded, wholesome, and a sincere Methodist true 
to her convictions of right and wrong, instilled 
those attributes in him. Yet, when she died in June 
1876 of uterine cancer at age forty-seven, Frank 
was left at sixteen wi th only his brother, Harry, 
nine years older, to lean on. 

In the fall of 1877, Harry arranged for Frank to 
move to Chicago and live with the Patrick J. Towle 
fam ily. For a period both Spearman brothers 
worked for Towle, Carle & Co., a wholesale grocer 
that later became known for developing Log Cab in 
Syrup. A large Cathol ic family, the Towles offered 
Frank entry to the edge of Chicago's upper crust, 
instructed him in Ihe world of commodity trading, 
and would introduce him to his fu ture wi fe. 

In an odd way, they also led him to his most 
famous character, Whispering Smith , the railroad 
detective who came alive in his fiction years later. 
In 1925, when Spearman was asked to describe 
how he created his most successful book, he 
wrote: 

At 18, I was a sugar broker in Chicago, The 
New York house wi th wh ich I was connected 
had a large account in Sioux City wi th a firm 
of packers and wholesale grocers. The packers 
failed, and a bu rning telegram came from New 
York to our Ch icago office asking us to send a 
lawyer to Sioux City. I still remember seeing 
that d ispatch as it lay on the manager's desk. 
Bu t alii have ever been able to recall of the 
message, was the question about the Chicago 
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lawyer wanted by the New York oflice: It was 
couched in these works: "Is Whispering Smith 
in town?" 

Neither do I recollect anything more about 
the case. Whether Whispering Smith was in 
town, whether he went to Sioux City, what 
became of the account ... 

But for some reason, I never forgot the 

name. It stuck in my memory, as certain 

names have done and still do. It was not until 
years afterward-at least fifteen- before I had 
any occasion to use it. I was writ ing fiction 
then, and it seemed to me "Whispering Smith" 
was a good name for a cha racter.6 

Through the Towles, during the spring of 1879, 
Frank Spearman met Eugen ie Lonergan, the oldest 
of six siblings in a prosperous Chicago family. 
Years earlier her father, Thomas Lonergan, had 
subdivided and developed six acres in an af fluent 
area near Lincoln Park, and had been active in 
the city's real estate market for years. 

For two or three years, Gene, as she was called, 
and Frank saw each other intermittently, but not 
as romantic partners. Nearly three years older than 
Frank, Eugenie was enjoying the social whirl of 
parties, concerts and balls and the attent ions of 
numerous suitors, and Frank, already a step below 
her on the social scale, was frequently traveling as 
a Towle salesman. Years later Eugenie wrote she 
had found his manners polished and his brown 
eyes attractive. After several years of acquaintance 
a courtsh ip developed between them. 

For a time, Frank was uncertain if he could 
provide for Gene adequately. Nevertheless, in the 
spring of 1883 he proposed, and she, then age 
twenty-s ix, accepted on the cond ition that he 
convert to Catholic ism. Thomas Lonergan further 
required that the couple wait a year. With those 
cond itions met, on June 5, 1884, they married in 
Chicago.' The marriage, which would endure until 
Frank's death more than fifty years later and the 
change of religion were pivotal events in his life. 
With months of instruction in his new faith, he 
became a devout Catholic and later would focus 
several novels on tensions between human desires 
and teachings of the church. 

During their fi rst two years together, the 
Spearmans rented a home overlooking the Fox 
River in Appleton , Wisconsin, whi le Frank worked 
as a salesman, earning $2,500 a year less his travel
ing expenses, selling coflee, tea, and spices for 
Franklin MacVeagh & Co. Early in 1886, the birth of 
the Spearmans' fi rst son, Thomas Clark, combined 
with the stress of traveling and a recurrence of 
asthma attacks, prompted Spearman to look for a 
new place and line of work. After his brother 
encouraged him to go west and agreed to invest 
with him, Spearman spent much of the summer 
in 1886 seeking the right town and opportun ity. 

Before exploring Nebraska that August, he 
traveled to White Lake in Dakota Territory, west 
of Mitchell , and seriously considered a partnersh ip 
in the established Aurora County Bank. But Gene 
urged him to look further. She wanted a bigger 

Founded In t 882 by the 
Burlington & Missouri 
River Railroad, McCook, 
was thriving by 1886 when 
Frank Spearman arrived. 
This 1888 view is a com
posite of two photos 
attributed to E. leach. l eft, 
NSHS RG3464-7: right NSHS 
RG3464-8 
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town with an estab lished Catholic Church-a bill 
that McCook would fill ' 

Clatteri ng along ribbons of rail beneath billows 
of steam and smoke, locomotives pulling wooden 
cars carl)'ing passengers or freight literally trans
formed the Great Plains in the late 1800s from a 
pastoral landscape to a region with modern life. 
Like the computer and Internet industl)' a centu l)' 
later, railroads connected Americans and com
merce in profound, new ways, and the speed and 
ease of the new technology created unforeseeable 
economic and socia l opportunities. Western rail
road ing captured the imagination of a generation. 
Steam engines were the mammoth symbols of 
progress and drivers in the vast, complex enter
prise of developing the West. 

The Burlington and Missouri River Railroad, 
spurred by government land grants of more than 
2.4 million acres in Nebraska- almost 5 percent 
of the land in the state-estab lished the Lincoln 
Land Company in 1880 to systematically develop 
towns along a line through the Republican River 
valley. While th is line would connect Chicago wi th 
Denver, the company's immediate financial payoff 
was sell ing land quickly and for as high a price as 
possible. With vigorous promotion and long-term 
credit, the Burlington found buyers for virtually all 
its land in Nebraska by 1905' 

In the spring of 1882 the B&M line reached 
Denver, and the railroad designated the site of 
McCook, midway between the Missouri River and 
the Colorado capita l, as its division point. The 
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Choosing McCook for its division 
point midway between Denver 
and the Missouri River, the B & M 
line built th is roundhouse and 
other facHities for servicing trains. 
NSHS RG3464-31 

Lincoln Land Company laid out 
the new town with a round
house and machine shops 
south of the tracks along the 
river and commercial and resi
dential blocks reaching up the 
northern slope. By July nearly 
one hundred bui ldings were 
going Up. 1O 

The town's population grew 
steadily. In 1890, eight years 
after the town's founding, the 
Nebraska Slale Gazelleer listed 
117 businesses serving a popu
lation of four thousand. There 
were fou r hotels, including the 
McEntee House, which offered 

"evel)'thing fi rst-c lass" for $1.50 a day; flour mills, 
brick yards, a creamery, two newspapers, fou r 
saloons, a veterinary surgeon, seven doctors, a 
tailor, a jeweler, and several cigar makers. The 
Gazelleer reported: "An abundance of pure water 
is supplied by the city waterworks, which are oper
ated by the Holly or standpipe system with twelve 
miles of main pipe. The McCook Electric Light and 
Power Company have a costly plant and light the 
city wit h 24 arc and 570 incandescent lights. "" 

While wonders of their day, steam locomotives 
in the 1880s and early 1890s operated continuously 
for only a few hours before requiring service. On 
the Burlington line, engines were changed at 
Hastings, McCook, and Akron , Colorado. A ready, 
fresh engine and its crew took a train onward, 
while maintenance crews serviced and repaired 
the exhausted engine. " 

A wri ter, possibly H. P. Waite, who later ran a 
McCook hardware store, descri bed the rai l traffic 
in town about the time of Spearman's arrival: 

Four passenger trains a day-Nos. I and 39 
westbound, and Nos. 2 and 40 eastbound
furnish adequate and satisfactol)' service to 
those who travel. The regular equipment of 
each of these trains is four cars-a combina
tion mail and baggage car, a combination 
express and smoking car, one day coach and 
one sleeping car. Occasionally a fifth car is 
necessary. When a six-car train is run it is an 
event of moment. If an excursion train passes 
through in the day ti me-especially if it carries 



representatives of any well known organiza
tion, such as the GAR. [Grand Army of the 
Republic[, it is met by half the town 's popula
tion , headed by the band, wh ich starts playing 
as the train pu lls in and is going full blast by 
the time the excursionists begin to descend to 
the platform . In fact , it is qu ite the custom for 
all our ci tizens whose vocations permi t, to 

stroll station ward at train time, and to remain 

until the train takes its departure. Of course, 

there are those who have business at the 

depot. "Runners" for the hotels on the hill 
solicit guests for their respective caravansaries. 
Land "locators" are there seeking "clients" or 
"victims," as the future will determine. Always 
present are those for whom li fe holds noth ing 
but the desire to extract from it such excite

men t and entertainment as they can with as 

little effort on their part as possible. The cars 

are painted a light yellow. The locomotives 

are diminutive, having the truck wheels, one 

pair of drive wheels and enormous smoke 

stacks shaped like inverted cones. The plat
forms at each end of the cars are open , and to 
pass from one car to another when the train is 
in motion is an undertaking not unattended 
with danger for anyone but a railroad man. 
Each car is furnished wi th hand brakes so set 
that they can be operated from the platform. 
When the engineer whistles for a station the 
services of both the conductor and brakeman 
are requ ired to bring the train to a stop. 13 

During the mid-1880s four freight trains also 
stopped at McCook daily. The 4-4-0 engines pulled 
eighteen to twen ty cars, each loaded with 25,000 
to 40,000 pounds o f freight. '" Before 1888 when 
Westinghouse developed a reliable air brake, stop
ping a train was a tough, risky job. A control wheel 
th at projected above a ca r's roo f was connected 
to a manual braking system by a long rod. On a 
whist le signal from the engineer, brakemen, 
usually two, one at the front and one at the rear of 
a train , would begin turning the wheels to engage 
the brakes. When a brakeman was done with a ca r, 
he wou ld jump thirty inches or so from one rock
ing car to the next and turn the next wheel. If a 
brakeman over-tightened a brake, the wheel wou ld 
skid rather than ro ll slowly, grinding a flat spot. 
Brakemen were often docked salalY to pay for 
ruined wheels. IS 

Railroading in this era was not for the timid. 
Poor equipment and tracks, manual couplings, 
and braking made trains inherently dangerous; 
derailments and wrecks occurred frequen tly. 
Thousands of rail roaders were killed and injured 
on the job. Operating wi th its own socia l strata, 

rai lroading depended on a class of daring, you ng, 
strong men. Many were immigrants or first
generation sons; in the l 890s more than 20 percent 
of rvlcCook's residents were foreign born . Those 
who su rvived and stuck with railroading might 
eventually graduate to graybeard ro les of relative 
sa fety, such as passenger train engineer or 
conductor. 16 

When Frank Spearman found McCook in 
September 1886 he was not focused on railroading 
but on the town's business prospects and whether 
the community, with only a few yards of board 
sidewalks on Main St reet, offered enough civiliza
tion to meet his wi fe's expectations. 

On stationery from the B&M Eating House, he 
wrote her, 

I honestly think that if f can' t succeed here, 
I can't in Nebraska, at least without pioneer
ing, and you wil l hardly ca ll moving to as 
pretty a town as this roughing it. They have a 
water works, my dear! ... The best cottages 

The platforms at 

each end of the 

cars are open, 

and to pass 

from one car to 

another when the 

train is in motion 

is an undertaking 

not unattended 

wit" aanger for 

anyone but a 

railroad man, 
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here have the prettiest lawns and hedges that 
you can imagine. The town is growing vel)' 
fast. Ii 

[n October the Spea nnans moved to McCook, 
rented a house on the outskirts, and set about 
making a new life for themselves. Within weeks 
Spearman opened th e Fa rmers & Merchants Bank 
in a sma ll offi ce and hired an assistant cash ier, 
John A. Cordea[, a teenager who proved to be 
trustworthy and able. Cordea[ became Spearman's 
protege for a lew years, and they developed a 
friendsh ip that lasted long after the Spearmans [eft 

McCook. Later Cordea[ became a 
lawyer, successful businessma n, and 
a Red Willow Coun ty politician, 
serving several terms in the Ne
braska legislature. He was an ally 
and supporter o[ Senator George 
Norr is and wrote numerous histori
cal accounts about early county 
residents. III 

[nitially Farmers & Merchan ts 
Bank was financed by ten-thousand
dollar investments from Harry 
Spearman and Mal)' Lonergan , 
Eugenie's mother. A year or so later 
her father, Thomas Lonergan, also 
invested, building a two-staty brick 
bu ild ing on Main Street that he 
rented to the bank and buying sev

era[ other properties including 
rental houses that Frank had built 
and managed.19 

[n February 1887 a second son 
born to the Spearmans died twa 

-' 

In October 1B86 the 
Spearmans moved to 
McCook, and Frank, with 
investments from his brother 
and Eugenie 's mother, 
opened the Farmers & 
Merchants Bank. The next 
year Eugenie's father, 
Thomas lonergan, built this 
two story brick building on 
Main Street. NSHS R< 3464-8 

days after his prematu re birth. 
Eugenie had gone in to labor when 
her one-year-old collapsed one 

morning after ingesting a piece of lead. He later 
recovered. The couple had two more ch ild ren in 
McCook: Eugene Lonergan, born in February 1889, 
and Elaine Emi[ine, who died in August 1893, nine 
months alter her birth. Though th ese losses took a 
toll, later in life Gene and Frank recalled many 
pleasures of their lives in McCook.20 

On a Sunday evening two weeks after they had 
arrived in their new town, they heard the muffled 
cries and shou ts of a large group of riders in the 
dark outside their house. Frightened, the couple 
doused their ligh ts and moved furnitu re against 
the doors and windows. Frank fingered his double
barreled shotgun as the riders came closer and the 
noises grew louder. 

Gene recalled , "Then suddenly a loud song of 

welcome, laughter, and cow-bells. We were being 
'charivareed.' Wi th much embarrassment we 
invited them in after pushing the furniture once 
more." ~ l 

During the spring of 1887 the Spearmans bu il t 
a handsome two-stol)' house, which still stands at 
311 East Fifth Street. Next to an outbuilding they 
added a tennis court , a novelty for McCook and 
perhaps a[1 of western Nebraska at the time. Frank 
ordered equ ipment from New York and , according 
to Gene, created a sti r with game blazers st riped in 
yellow and black." 

When the Spearmans paid two teenage girls 
each eight dollars per month plus room and board 
to help Eugen ie with the house and thei r young 
child ren , some neighbors were bold enough to ask 
what she did with her time.23 

In 1887 Spearman embarked on his first writi ng 
project. In an essay titled "The Great American 
Desert," he recorded his insights and observations 

Then suddenly a loud song of 

welcome. laughter. and cow-bells. 

We were being "charivareed." 

on many subjects abou t the Great Plains and with 
an enthusiasm that sometimes slipped into hyper
bole. Among his topics were: 

Women on the Plains: "The 'unprotec ted' 
[woman] is much safer on the lonely prai rie than 
she would be in New York City." 

Homesteaders: "The homesteaders are vel)' hon
est. You can leave a house un locked at all ti me 
and your stores are perfectly safe-with the excep
tion of what liquor you may have on hand for 
medici nal purposes." 

Great Plains Weather: 'Take a medium 
latitude, such as sou thern Nebraska, and there you 
ca n find as near a perfect climate as the United 
States affords." 

Rainfall in Nebraska: 'The people out here, who 
know from their actual experience that we do have 
a liberal and bona fide rainfall in every portion of 
our immense desert, are not content with stati ng 
the facts . . . but rack their brains to find ingenious 
reasons for the beneficence of Providence."2.\ 

While acknowledging the grim realties for many 
settlers living on the prai rie in dugouts and sad 
homes, absent run ning water and with little fuel , 
Spearman espoused a Darwinian scenario of adap
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tation: "Yet these people are the pioneers of a true 
civilization; upon the wrecks of their fortunes abler 
hands will bu ild anew; and if the second allempt 
fa ils, success crowns a third effort. Here the law of 
the survival of the fillest is seen in fu ll play."" 

In a theme that he would repeat in his novels, 
he saw westerners proudly struggling to overcome 
nature, scoundrels, and unfair burdens to establish 
a civilization: 

We are heavily in debt, and there is no 
reason for denying it. Every state west of the 
Alleghanies has borne the same burden in its 
pioneer days, and developed its resou rces 
under precisely the same condit ions. Go to a 
new country that is not in debt, and you will 
find the inhabitants as near a state of nature 
as they can get, and content to remain there. 

They will live like the crackers of Georgia or 

moonshiners of Tennessee, who are never 
in debt- except, perhaps, to the Internal 
Revenue Department. They are happy: 
perhaps, theirs is the wiser plan-to rust 
out instead of wearing out. But the restless, 
hustling, struggling Westerner is not cast in 
that mould. If he succumbs in the struggle 
against high interest, an exorbitant tariff, and 
the pract ical confiscation of his farm products 
by the freight rates of railroads, another man 
stands ready to take his place." 

Spearman was thrilled when HQlper's New 
Monthly Magazine accepted his 6, I ~O-word 

manuscript, paid him eighty dollars for it," and 

pub lished his words in July 1888 with a map and 
thi rteen pictures spread over fourteen pages. 

Opposite the title page an ed itor with a sense of 
irony placed a photo of two homesteaders' dug
outs, framed with slabs of sod and rough boards, 
and added the caption, "The Dawn of Civilization." 

Spearman published a second article in Harper's, 
titled "Some Phases of Western Railroad Manage
ment," in 1890, but most of his time not spent on 
business while in McCook went to civic and socia l 
affairs. He was a member of the board of educa
tion from 1888 to 1892, the only public office ever 
he ever held, and met William Valentine, the su
perintendent credi ted with establishing the 
McCook school system. Ten years after their asso
ciation in McCook, Valentine wrote Spearman in 
Ch icago after reading one of his early magazine 
stories: 

You do me wrong to suppose me ignoran t 
of you r literary activit ies. I go regularly each 
month to my neighbors, the Lawsons, to 
borrow Lucille's St. Nicholas and always run 
rapidly down the index of my magazines in 
hope of seeing you r name. 

Frank Spearman, banker, was always 

an anomaly to me, whi le Frank Spearman, 

author, is a comprehensible en tity." 


While in McCook Spearman was involved in 
politics. He was among the pet itioners who sought 
to move the Red Willow County seat from Indianola 
to McCook, and he was selected as a Nebraska 

The Speurmc.n ' hou e 
still stands at 3 1 East Fift~ 
street In McCook. Their 
tennis court was a novelty 
for McCook and perhap~ 
for aU of Westem Nebraska 
in 1887 JS 464-29 
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delegate to the 1892 Democratic Convention in 
Chicago, where he voted to nominate Grover 
Cleveland. Though nominally a Democrat through
out his life, he fell out with the pa rty in 1896 over 
William Jennings Bryan 's free silver stand and 
did not vote for another Democratic presidential 
cand idate until 1928 when AI Smith, the first 
Cathol ic nominee, ran. 29 

Though he had no formal training, Spearman 
loved music and apparently had a knack for it. 
On Feb ruary 24, 1892, he directed a cast of towns
people in Gilbert and Sullivan's opera The Milwdo 
at Menard's Opera House.'" 

The McCook Democrat reported: 

On last Wednesday night a packed house 
greeted the McCook Amateur Club in presen

ta l ion of the comic opera, 'M ikado." The play 
was an unquali fi ed success, and highly appre
ciated by everyone in attendance as was 
evidenced by the frequenl encores which 

the different players received 


Taken as a whole, this play was the most 
successfu l of anything of Ihe kind given in 
McCook, and The McCook Democrat feels safe 
in saying that it but voices the sen ti ments of 
those in attendance when it ven tures to hope 
thai The McCook Amaleur Club will in Ihe 
futu re be able 10 present another play 10 our 
ever appreciative townspeople.3\ 

The iJemocrat got ils wish. On April 29, 
Spearman directed HM.S. Pinafore to similar 
acclaim ':12 

While Spearman did not take up writing fiction 
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Taken near McCook in 1887, this 
photograph of Frank Spearman, 
his wife, Eugenie, and her sister 
was the basis for an illustration 
accompanying Frank's first 
published work, an essay called 
"The Great American Desert" In 
Harper's New Monthly Magazine, 
July 1888. Henry E. Huntington 
library and Art Gallery 

wheels are different-to George Foster, I say, 
foreman of the car-tinks at McCook, the 
"McCloud" of the railroad stories. I even knew 
evety man of George Foster's crew, th e 
husk iest of who was Gottlieb On'man , a type 
of Russian swi tchman, "Chris" in the stoty of 
Shockley. 

COLlnt ty bankers mix more or less in 
politics and through strenuous efforts on my 
part to marsha l voters in coun ty seat fi ghts and 
that sort of th ing, I came to know nearly eve/y
body in town and countty around. Indeed it is 
no exaggeration to say for a considerable time 
I knew, personally, by sight and name, every 
last railroad man on the payroll at McCook. 
It will hardly be necessal)' for me, after this 
confession, to tell you where I got ~co!or" 

for railroad yarns. 

Moreover, a train, an engine, has always 
had for me a fascination. I would stop tomor
row and turn to see a train go by. It seems 
quite natura l, therefore, that when I began 
writing pictures of American life, as I knew it, 
I should give some of the tales a railroad 
setting.:n 

THE FARMERS & MERCHANTS BANK, 


THE SMALLEST FINANCIAL FIRM IN McCOOK, 


WAS AMONG 101 BANKS 


TO FAIL IN NEBRASKA BETWEEN 1892 AND 1896. 


until later, his McCook years were a fertile period 
of casual research. He saw the stresses of railroad
ing daily and observed the violence of the 1888 
Burlington strike Ihat reached into Red Willow 
County. After he left McCook he would never again 
live in a small western town or associate daily with 
the railroaders and characters who would soon 
populate his most popular stories and novels. 
Looking back in 1902, he wrole in an article for 
the Chicago Journal: 

In Nebraska I was acquainted with prelly 
much the whole Burlington force from George 
W. Holdredge, general manager at Omaha, 10 

George Foster, foreman of the car-links-the 
fellows Ihal used to rap the wheels, you know, 
but they don 't rap them any more because the 

The early 1880s were prosperous yea rs in 
Nebraska. Average rainfall for the state was 24 .1 8 
inches, nearly 10 percent above normal. Waves 
of settlers brought by the rail roads ballooned the 
state's population to 1,058,910 in 1890, a 134 
percent increase over ten yea rs. But before the 
decade was done, the speculative prosperity 
fueled by the state's greatest in-migration was over. 
By 1890 farmers were producing far more than the 
markets demanded, and when crop prices contin
ued in a downward spiral a populist revolt st irred 
against the ra ilroads-then charging a bushel of 
grain to transport another bushel to markel-and 
aga inst the banking system?! 

Drought struck in the early I 890s and a world
wide depression in 1893 sellt ripples onto the 
Plains. Spearman felt the st ing of the economic 
Datwinism he had written about a few years ear
lier. The Fanners & Merchan ts Bank. the smallest 
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financial firm in ;v1cCook, 
was among !O I banks to 
fail in Nebraska between 
1892 and 1896. 

If Spearman wrote 
about the collapse, his 
explanation does not 
su rvive. Years later, his 
youngest son, Arthur, 
gave this account in an 
unpublished biography 
of his father: 

As the smaller and 
you nger of two banks 
[the Cazettercounted 
four in 1890J the Farm
ers & Merchants Bank 
was not in a position 
profitably to sUlvive the 
six yea rs of drought 
which settled on West
ern Nebraska. 

While the records 
show that the bank 
always made a small 
profit and gave a living 
through sala ries to the 
cashiers and book
keeper. it became clear 

that the future was not promising, and with the 
consent of all concerned the bank obligations 
were paid off in full , and the partnership 
ceased to exist.:» 

In May 1894 the McCool? Democral reported , 
"Mr. and Mrs. Frank 1-1 . Spearman, accompanied 
by their two chi ldren, Clarke and Lonergan, left 
Wednesday on No.4 to make thei r home in 
Omaha, where Mr. Spearman's business interests 
are now centered ."36 

Spearman held on to three commercia l lots 
in McCook unti l 1917, and for forty yea rs kept a 
regular correspondence with John Cordeal, to 
whom Spearman would dedicate Held for Orders, 
his second collection of ra ilroad stories. It is 
unclear whether Spearman ever retu rned to the 
town where he once saw so much promise. But 
with his memories and knowledge of McCook, 
the town and many of the people he knew there 
would play large roles in his future. 

In Omaha Spearman took a position as secre
tary of the Columb ia Disti llery Company. It was a 
start-up business with plans to disti ll alcohol from 
the molasses of sugar beets. While the process was 
successful, the east Omaha operation shut down 
about a year after Spearman joined it. I-Ie blamed 

Leaving McCoak in 1894, 
the Spearmans lived for a 
year and a half in Omaha, 
then moved to Wheaton, illi
nois. With a steady cash flow 
assured from property rent
als, Spearman decided in 
1897 10 pursue writing full 
time. r'cm lv/t;. m t , S, by 

..Jger E $peqrmor r.: J[ 
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the tight-money economy for the company's 
demise.3i 

While living at 2526 Wirt Street in Omaha, 
Spearman wrote short fiction during the evenings. 
I-l is stories included a railroad tale, 'The Beverly 
Switch," and "The Velvet Claw," the first story in 
wh ich the name Whispering Smith appeared. 
Whi le none of his stories were publ ished for sev
eral years, Spearman had adopted an essential 
habit for a wr iter: putting ink on paper dajly.:1Il 

Thomas Lonergan d ied in March 1894 and Mary 
Lonergan in November 1895. Through the division 
of the Lonergan estate, worth 5320,000, Eugenie 
received a property at 1855 Clinton Street in down
town Chicago valued at 553,000." 

In the fall of 1895 the Spearman family, now 
numbering fi ve with the birth of Frank Spearman 
Jr. in July, moved aga in , this time to III Washing
ton Avenue in Wheaton , Illinois. Twenty-five miles 
west of downtown Chicago, it was close enough 
for Frank to commute to the ci ty daily. I-Ie took an 
off ice on laSalle St reet, and his business card read 
"Frank 1-1 . Spearman Business Property Rented and 
Managed. " Much of his time in 1896 was spent de
veloping the Clinton Street property. The 
Spearmans borrowed $20,000 to construct a brick 
building on the lot. When completed, the 
building's rental income, netting about $6,600 
annually, gave the family a steady cash flow. " 

Spearman continu ed to write short fiction at 
night and commu ted to his real estate offi ce until 
one day in 1897 he surprised his wi fe by asking, 
"Gene, wou ld you trust me to earn a living for you 
as a writer?" II 

With her blessing, he immediately pressed to 
market himself as a writer, first as a freelancer cov
ering golf an d tennis matches for the Ch icago Doily 
News and Chicago Euening Pas/. Then he branched 
ou t to boys' stori es in magazines and journals. 
The most notab le was /-Imper 's Round Table , a 
boy's magazine that accepted his dog and adven
ture stories and published his first railroad story, 
"Second Seventy-Seven." in December 1897 Albert 
Lee, an edi tor all-leI/per's Round Table, asked 
Spearman for more railroad tales, which he 
quickly produced in his flowing longhand. Always 
the businessman, he developed the disc ipline of 
work ing alone and often writing whatever an 
ed itor or market asked. 

Spearman ca refu lly noted all receipts from 
his writings. In the beginning they were meager. 
During 1898, the first yea r he wrote exclusively, 
Spearman noted total receipts of S598.25, which 
included 550 for a story titled "The Duffer" in 
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Munsey, a widely circulated eastern pulp magazine 
of the period.42 

In a diary entry dated May 31, 1899, Spearman 
wrote: 

Today I got a letter from Albert Lee, Editor of 
Harper's Round Table asking me if I didn't think it 
time I was collecting my railroad stories together 
for a book. My first book: Another milestone 
reached. But who would have thought my first 
book would be a volume of railroad stories for 
boys! A year ago I had written only "Second 
Seventy-Seven" and not thought of another railroad 
yarn.43 

Late that summer the birth of the Spearmans' 
last child, Arthur, coincided with the good news 
that Samuel T. McClure, owner of McClure's 
Magazine, which published the leading political 
and literary writers of the day, wanted ten railroad 
stories. For the first, "Sankey's Headlight" in 
October 1899, Spearman received $60. By the time 
"Run of the Yellow Mail" was published in May 
1901, the payment had increased to $125. In a 
letter to Spearman in 1900, McClure called him 
"a natural born writer," and urged him to send 
McClure's everything he wrote. Later Spearman 
would write, "I am satisfied now that the appetite 
for railroad stories among editors is a morbid one 
and that it grows by feeding. Difficult at first to 
cultivate, it threatens to survive even strenuous 
efforts to gratify it." At last, at age forty, Spearman 
had found footing in a new career.44 

The publication of The Nerve ofFoley and Other 
Railroad Stories in 1900 and Held for Orders the 
next year, each with ten stories-sketches, really
established Spearman as a premier writer of 
railroad fiction. The stories, distinct pieces linked 
by common characters, had been previously pub
lished in magazines. While this genre was narrow 
and virtually vanished as the western lines became 
established and service more routine early in the 
twentieth century, for a few years railroad tales 
were widely read in the United States as popular 
romantic fiction.45 

Spearman's stories were set in the western 
division of a transcontinental railroad where 
uncommon men-brave, competent, cool and 
resourceful-overcame challenges from which 
the sedate eastern lines were exempt. Spearman 
obscured the names of real places and features. 
McCook became McCloud, Benkelman was 
Benkleman, the North Platte River was the Rat 
River, the South Platte was the Peace River, and 
descriptions of Spiderwater correspond to the 
Missouri. Though the stories were similar in form-

men faced with deadly disaster, impossible dead
lines, and overwhelming forces of man and 
nature-these tales were distinctive and thor
oughly alive. The best, including "The Switchman's 
Story," "The Run of The Yellow Mail," "The Nerve 
of Foley," and "The McWilliams Special," have 
energy and verve that carry readers, even a century 
later, briskly past their flaws. 

A 1905 article in the Los Angeles Times, head
lined "Lingo of Rail Is His Forte," examined 
Spearman's writing. In an interview Spearman 
shared his experience with railroaders in McCook 
and told the reporter that the railroad life had 
become part of his during that period: 

Every time I passed an engine that had 
come in on a run or stood with rhythmic ex
haust and the air-pump panting waiting to take 
out a train, I felt that here was something alive. 
There was a sentiment about it that appealed 
strongly to me and I simply followed the line 
of least resistance in writing about such things. 

Most of the characters I have used are 
drawn from real life. It hardly was necessary 
to go without the bounds of facts to get good 
stories. 

Sometimes it might have been necessary 
for a man in a story to lose his life to give the 
proper touch to the tale. In one case of this 
kind I found an old character alive and driving 
an express wagon in a small town long after 
he was dead in fiction. 

Geographical questions sometimes both
ered me. With a river and a mountain in some 
instances 500 miles apart in fact, it was neces
sary to bring them into a juxtaposition for the 
sake of the story.46 

Their dialogue written in clipped, realistic 
jargon, Bucks, the line president, Pat Francis, the 
odd old conductor, and Shockley, the brave 
switchman who died saving Chris Oxen's life, 
spoke with an authenticity that anticipated the 
hard-boiled voices of Dashiell Hammett's charac
ters by twenty years. 

The stories flowed with descriptive morsels. For 
example, in "The Switchman's Story" Spearman 
related the emptiness that Chris, the Russian switch
man, felt after Shockley's death: 

So Chris drew his cap a little lower, for so 
he always began, pulled mechanically from 
his pocket a timetable, tore off a strip, and 
holding it carefully open sprinkled a few clip
pings of tobacco on it and rolled his cigarette. 
He tucked it between his lips; it was company 
for the silence, and he could more easily stop 
the listening. But he did not light; only pulled 
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Samuel 1. McClure, owner 
of McClure 's Magazine, 
called Spearman "0 natural 
born writer," and urged him 
to send McClure 's every
thing he wrote. Private 
collection 

his ca p again a litt le lower, buttoned close his 
reefer, looked at his bandaged foot, picked up 
his lamp and started home. 

It was dark , and the wind from the north 
was bitter, but he made a great detou r into the 
teeth of it-around by the coal chu tes, a long 
way rou nd, a long way from the frog of the 
east house-track switch ; and the cold stung his 
face as he limped heavi ly on. At last by the ice 
house he turned south, and reaching the face 
of the bench paused a moment, hesitating, on 
the side of the earthen stairs; it was vel)' dark. 
After a bit he wa lked slowly down and pushed 
open the door of his dugout. It was dark in
side, and cold ; the fire was out. The children 
were asleep; the woman was asleep. 

He sat down in the chair and put out his 
lamp. There was no Christmas that night in 
Little Russia:" 

In "The St riker's StOl)''' Spearman introduced 
the main character th is way: 

McTerza didn', give up vel)' much to any
body; not even to his own chums, Foley and 
Sinclair. The fact is he was diffident , owing, 
maybe, to a hesitation in his speech. It was 
funny, a bit of a halt , but not so odd as his dis
position, which approached that of a grizzly. 
He had impudence and indifference and 
qu iet-plenty of each:" 

And in "The Trainmaster's StOI)' ~ the narrator 
tells of hopping a freight : 

The night was bitter bad, black as a Fuzzy 
and sleeting out of the foothills li ke man
slaugh ter. When the train stopped at Rosebud 
for water, what with gripping the icy hand-rail 
and tl)'ing to keep my teeth steady on my 

knees I must have been a sight. Just as the 

train was ready to pull out , Dave came by 

and poked his lantern full in my face. 


He was an older man than I, a good bit 
older, for I was hardly more than a kid then, 
only spind ling tall , and so th in I couldn' t tell 
a stomach ache from a back ache. As I sat 
huddled down on the lee step my cap pulled 
over my head and ears, he poked his light full 
into my face and snapped, "Get out!" 

If it had been a head light I couldn 't have 
been worse scared, and I found aftelWard he 
carried the brightest lamp on the division. I 
looked up in to his face and he looked into 
mine. I wonder if in this life it isn't mostly in 
the face after all? I cou ldn't say anything, I was 
shaking in a chill as I pulled myself together 
and climbed down into the storm . 

Yet I never saw a face harder in some ways 
than Dave Hawk's. His visor hid his forehead 

and a black beard covered his face till it left 
only his straight cold nose and a dash of olive 
white under the eyes. His whiskers loomed 
high as a Cossack's and his eyes were onyx 
black with just such a glitter. He knew it was 
no better than murder to pu t me off in that 
storm at a mountain siding: I knew it; but I 
didn't much care for I knew before vel)' long 
I shou ld fall off, anyway. After f crawled down 
he stood looking at me, and wi th nothing 
better on f stood looking at him. 

"If you get up there again I' ll break your 
neck," he promised, hold ing up his lantern . 
I was quiet; the nerve was out of me. 

"Where you going?" he asked shortly. 

"Medicine Ben- " 

"Get into the smoker, you damn fool. "49 


Both books of short stories were widely and 
favorably reviewed. Apparently unaware that 
many of the stories were set in Nebraska, in July 
1900 an Omaha World-Herald reviewer of The 
Nerve ofFoley wrote that Spearman was "gifted 
with a peculiarly vivid descriptive style and his 
stories are the sort that appeal to all ages." A 
Chicago Tribune wri ter said the book's writer "is 
conversant with evel)' detail of rail road life, and 
that his view has been taken from the engine cab, 
and not from the parlor car. " In December 190 1 
the McCook Tribune, noting that Spearman was a 
former resident, wrote that Held for Orders dealt 
with life "intimately associated with the town's 
welfare and economy. "" 

In 1940 Frank P. Donovan Jr. surveyed rail road 
writing through histol)' for the Railway and Loco
motive Historical Society. Based on these short 
stOl)' volumes, wh ich he called classics, and 
Whispering Smith , he declared Spearman "the 
dean of railroad novelists."" 

Despite the acclaim for his railroad writ ing, in 
1901 Spearman turned to a new vein- a melodra
matic ci ty romance. This Chicago boardi ng house 
stOl)' told of Dr. Henl)' BI)'son, a brilliant ophthal
mologist, and his courtship of Helen Eliot, a 
beauti ful , moral woman whose faith less husband 
left her and their daughter. The essential dilemma, 
which Spearman wou ld use in several more books, 
was the tension of human attraction between two 
people and the Catholic sanction against divorce. 
Spearman would always hold the high moral 
ground for the Church, bu t his deserving charac
ters would endure personal ordeals and wrestle 
with du ty and desire before finding resolution . 

He believed the Protestant majority in Ameri ca 
was morally lax, and saw his books as a method to 
argue for a correction. In a 1912 article titled "Why 
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SIghtseers pose with wrecked cars on the Burlington 
line near Orleans in 1888. Tra In wrecks are a common 
feature of Spearman's railroad fiction, and It is pos
sible that he saw this one. NSHS RG5251-21 (detail) 

I Became a Catholic," Spearman made his case: 
"The stunted family, the one ch ild or two or no 
children home, the easy divorce-first aid, now as 
always, to mere passion- have found good stand
ing and more than tacit sympathy within the 
tolerant limit of its [the debasement of marriage] 
elastic practices.n52 

Whi le Spearman continued to supply maga
zines with stories, he hired an agent to shop this 
manuscript, originally titled Helen Elliot and 
ultimately published as Dr. Bryson, to East Coast 

book publishers. Several lesser houses had turned 
it down when, in April 1902, William Crary 
Brownell, a lead ed itor at Charles Scribner's Sons, 
cond itionally accepted it.S3 

It was a pivotal professional moment for 
Spearman. Scribner's was on its way to becoming 
a leading American literary publisher during the 
lirst half of the twent ieth century, and Spearman's 
association wi th the house would last th irty years 
and open many opportunities for him. By 1902 
Spearman's brand of realism had attracted readers, 
but he was still a largely untrained wri ter depen
dent on fickle magazine tastes. Scribner's offered 
him editing within well-considered standards and 
a keen knowledge of the literary marketplace. At 
that time, wri ters were usually self-trained. There 
were no creative writing workshops or other formal 
training for would-be authors. 

During their first years, Brownell and Spearman 
developed a long-distance relationsh ip through 
correspondence. Written in the margins of manu
script drafts, Brownell 's comments and critiques 
served as a structured course for Spearman. Wh ile 
his relationship with Scri bner's was never exclu
sive, Spearman sensed that the publisher, and 
especially Brownell, would move him forward, 
and he quickly agreed to changes the editor 
proposed for the manuscript.5<' 

Brownell, who edited much more accomplished 
writers including Ed ith Wharton, Henry James and 
George Santayana, saw vitality, literary realism, 
and commercial potential in Spearman's work. 
He would ed it, applying his conservative aesthetic 
sensibilities, and casually guide Spearman's books 
at Scribner's from a distance until his death in 1928. 

Late in 1904, in a letter to Brownell , Spearman 
sought legitimacy as an author. He wrote, "Best of 
all with you as a literary godfather, I begin to feel 
quite literary myself; though I have at times di fli
cully in persuad ing myself that I am a legitimate 
claimant to the title 'author.'" In his comments 
over time, Brownell apparently would confer that 
status.55 

While Brownell did little to shape the plots of 
early efforts, his revisions laundered Spearman's 
copy of most slang and crud ities one example 
occurs in Dr. Blyson. When Helen rejected Henry's 
declaration of love, Spearman wrote, it "only 
inflamed him." After Brownell put a question mark 
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Spearman began writing 
Whispering Smith in 1904, 
and soon met Joe lefors, 
above, noted Wyoming 
lawman, and Timothy 
Keliher, a special agent 
for the Union Pacific and 
former sheriff of lincoln 
County, Nebraska. Their 
experiences were the 
inspiration for many of 
Whispering Smith's 
adventures. JOE Le~ors, 
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on the phrase, Spearman changed it to "made the 
situation worse." With Brownell 's ed iting, the cha r
acters emerged wi th more class, and the 
manuscript became less graphic. To a modern 
reader, the novel appears tame and contrived. 
Today Spearman 's raw ra il road stories offer more 

realism, but Brownell knew 
the genteel market of that 
time. The review in the 
Liter01Y Digesl said , "A 
love-story full of interest 
and color. If the love is pas
sionate it is wholesome 
and splend idly human. Mr. 
Spea rman has put strength 
and clear human nature 
into this book in th e most 
admirable fashion. " Dr. 

Bryson sold 4,700 hard
cover copies and 17,000 
"cheap" sales, a success 
for a first noveJ.56 

In his major work of 
1902, Spearman returned 
to the western mountain 
rail road division w ith 
Daughter of the Magnate. It 
was serialized in the Satur

day Evening Post and then 
published by Scribner's as 
a novel in the fa ll of 1903. 
Reviewers were again 
taken with Spearman's 
descrip tions of railroading 
drama, which included 

some characters introduced in his short stories, 
but many reviewers disdained the melodramatic 
romance between Abner Glover, a constru ction 
engineer, and Gertrude Block, daughter of the 
president of the li ne. It was a flaw that would 
plague Spearman. He knew how to cra ft action
packed plots around railroading, bu t his portrayals 
of romances and most o f his women characters fell 
flat. Nonetheless, the novel sold over nine thou
sand copies in its first six months. 

In 1902 Spearman also publ ished a 7,500-word 
story titled "A Night with Whispering Smith" in the 
May issue o f McClure's. In this case, the name that 
had stu ck in his head long ago referred to a hotel 
detective. After Whispering Smith , the novel, was 
published, Spearman had lunch in New York City 
w ith several w riters, including Sidney Porter, better 
known as O. Henry, the renowned short story 
writer. Porter told Spearman that he thought his 

Whisperin g Smi th magazine stOty was "a cameo" 
w ithout a spare word. Spearman to ld Porter that 
before McClure's would publish it, he had edited 
ou t 6,500 words.s; 

After the success of seriali zing Daughter of 
lhe Magnale the Salurday Evening Post commis
sioned Spearma n in 1903 to write a series o f non
fiction accoun ts of th e making o f ten great railroad 
systems in the cou ntry. He eagerly presented the 
railroads as heroic enterprises advanc ing civi liza
tion. He genuinely liked rail road bu ilders, from 
engineers to magnates, and ma tveled at the inge
nuity involved in building a system. For this series, 
however, he had moved from rubbi ng shoulders 
wi th trainmen at a busy division pOi nt in McCook 
and into the executive suites and ca rs of rail own
ers. He shamelessly glorified their achievements, 
and in turn basked in their compliments and 
favors. Scribner's published the series in the fall 
of 1904 as The Strategy of Great Railroads.58 

Spearman 's account of railroad builders in 
nonfict ion is a stark co ntrast to Frank Norris's 190 I 
novel The Octopus, which painted a grim p icture 
of the Southern Pacific Railroad 's stranglehold on 
California's economic life and politics. But 
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Spearman was never the muck raker. He stood for 
ord er, duty and progress, characteristi cs that 
became synonymous with the enterprise, whether 
it was business or rel igion. 

Early in 1904 a third Spearman novel, The Close 
of the Day, was pub lished by D. Appleton and 
Company after Scribner's had decl ined it. Written 
apparen tly before Dr. Bryson and Daughter of a 
Magnate, it was an odd tale of a man in decline as 
the woman he secretly loves ach ieves sLl ccess. 
Reviewers widely panned it. The Washington Post 
was ki nd, saying it did not rank as Spea rman 's 
best. Plainer were the Literary Digest, which ca lled 
it "a cheap little tale," and the Son Francisco Coli, 
whose headline read "Spearman Is Lost With ou t 
an Engine. " 59 

Spearman began writing Whispering Smith, 
which wou ld become his most sLlccessful novel , 
in Wheaton in November 1904. But he had com
pleted on ly a few pages when he and Eugenie, 
who was ill and ti red of the town and cold, 
decided to take th e boys to Ca lifornia for a yea r. 
Before entraining Spearman asked his rai lroad 
acquaintances for letters of introduction to Union 
Pacific off ic ials in Cheyenne, Wyoming, wh ere he 

hoped to gather information and color for the new 
novel.GO 

Arthur Spearman, then six yea rs old, recalled 
that Timothy T. Keliher, a spec ial agent for the 
Un ion Paci fi c at Cheyenn e, joined the Spearmans 
on the train in Omaha. Keliher, raised in North 
Platte, had served four terms as sheri ff of Li ncoln 
County, Nebraska, before joining the railroad. 
When a se ries of train robberies occu rred in 
Wyoming a few years ea rlier, Keliher successfu lly 
organized a force of guards to defend the trains 
and pursue the bandits. Keliher's posse used 
special rai lcars to quick ly transport men and 
horses to the point of a holdup. He related his 
stories to Spearman and introduced him to several 
guards, including Joe LeFors, a noted Wyoming 
lawman and agent for the Montana Cattlemen 's 
Association.61 

In a letter in 1940 Keliher recalled meeting 
Speannan on th is information-gathering tri p: 

Mr. Spearman was first of all a cultured 
gentleman in all that th e words imply-vel)' 
unusual man, a medium sized , mild mannered 
man, rather slender, wore a Vandyke bea re!, 
keen but friendly eyes, a soft pleasin g voice, 

N. C. Wyeth's frontispiece 
for the first edition of 
Whispering Smith. Private 
col lect ion 

Tim KeJiher, second from 
left, had organized a posse 
that was transported in 
special c ars to the site of 
distant train robberies. Joe 
lefors, third from left, rode 
wi th Ke liher's posse, which 
gained fame from their 
pursuit of the "Wild Bunch." 
JOe LeFnrs Wv( lmlllQ 
Peace (!'flcer TIle Au' 
IJloQrop~lY )t Joe LeFor. 
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I used to call him "the human sponge" 


Whispering Smith begins with a ~raln wreck 
investigated by Diviston Superintendeo.t G eorge 
McCloud. At the wreck site he meets Dtckslo _ 
Dunning, the novel's love interest. The moment 
was depicted by N. C. Wyeth in one of four oil 
paintings he made for the 1906 first edition. 
From Frank H. Spearman. Whispering Smith. 
New York, 1906. 

a refined, intellectual face, was very temperate 
in all his tastes and habits-a friendly, 

pleasing personality with the faculty of making 

friends and putting them at their ease. A splen

did listener, with the extraordinary abili ty of 

asking just the right questions to bring out 
everything one knew about the subject matter. 

I used to call him "the human sponge," 
because he could listen for hours at a time 
and never make a note. 

He could go ou t into a railroad yard or rail
road shop plant and absorb the atmosphere of 
the place and the ta lk and the spi rit of the men 

and their object ives. The same applied when 
he met cowboys, ranchers, sheriffsand other 
law enforcement officers-just a few polite 
and nicely phrased questions and they told 
him all they knew and some things their 
grandfathers knew-and thai retentive human 
sponge never forgot a word they said, or the 
scene described by them." 

After a week or two of gathering information in 
Wyoming the Spearmans traveled on to Cal ifornia, 
where, on the advice of a conductor, they landed 
in Hollywood, a quaint little town before the ad
vent of the film industry. There, Spearman crafted 
his slory.63 

While Whispering Smith's essential plot
railroaders fighting nature and a great man gone 
bad-is simple, the book won readers with a 
classic Western balance of romance, rea lism, 
character, and a wealth of action. 

Spea rman set the novel in an imaginaly area 
of the intermountain West at a time just after the 
railroad had sca led the passes. The new division 
superin tendent , George McCloud, di vides his time 
between running heavy traffic over hastily built 
lines and trying to improve the rou tes. He works 
to instill organization and selfless efficiency in the 
company in a region where fierce individual ism 
and personal bonds were revered. 

The novel begins with a wreck at Smoky Creek 
where McCloud fi res Murray Sinclair, an able, lik
able wrecking crew boss, and all of his men after 
discoveri ng they are looting from the wreckage as 
they clea r the track. 

After the division suffers sabotage of a bridge, 
Gordon "Whispering" Smith, the railroad 's detec
tive, is sent to help McCloud. Through vignettes 
and conversation, Smith 's enigmatic character
the book's most intrigu ing force-slowly dawns 
on the reader. 

Early in the story, Spearman paints him as 
ordinalY: 

His round , pleasant face, his heavy brown 
mustache, the medium build that concea led 
under its commonplace symmetry an unusual 
strength, his slightly rounded shou lders 
bespeaking a not too serious estimate of him
self-every characteristic , even to his 
unobtrusive suit and black hat, made him 
distinctly an ord inary man-one to be met in 
the street to-day and forgotten to-marrow.G'1 

When Wh ispering Smith determines that Sinclai r, 
a man he's known and admired since they grew up 
five years apart in the same small Wisconsin lown, 
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because he could listen for hours ... and never take a note. 


is behind the bridge-wrecking he tries to reason 

wi th him: 

"Evel)' sensible man wants something, 
Murray. This is a big country. There's a World's 
Fair running somewhere all the time in it. Why 
not trave l a little? What do you wa nt?" 

"I want my job, o r I want a new su perinten
dent here." 

"Just exactly the two things, and, by heav
ens! th e only two, I ca n' t manage. Come once 
more and I'll meet you." 

"No!" Sinclair rose to his feet. "No- damn 
your money! This is my home the high countly 
is my cou ntry; it's where my friends are. " 

Whispering Smith looked up in admi ration. 
" [ know you' re game. It isn't necessary for me 
to say that to you. But think of the fi ght you are 
going into against this company. You can worry 
them; you've done it. But a bronco might as 
well try to buck a locomotive as for one man 
or six or six hundred to win ou t in the way you 
are p laying" ( p . 113). 

After drawing this test of wills Spearman involves 

Smith , McCloud, his beautiful, headstrong, young 
love interest , Dicksie Dunning, and Marion Sinclair, 

Murray's estranged wife, in perilous situat ions and 
extricates them with pred ictable romance and 
melodrama. 

Once, this foursome is hudd led in a tent during 
a rainstorm when Sm ith shares his philosophy of 
trouble: 

Trouble' Why, bless you, it really is a bless
ing; pretty successfully d isguised , I admi t, 
sometimes but still a blessing. I'm in trouble 
all the time, right now, up to my neck in 
trouble, and the water rising this minute . 
Here's to trouble' May it always chasten and 
never ovenvhelm us: our greatest bugbear and 
our best friend! It sifts our fri ends and unmasks 
our enemies (pp. 199-200) . 

Later Smith confides to Dicksie the reason he 
came West was to get ri ch quick: "For once in my 
life to [have] two pairs of suspenders-a modest 
ambition, but a gnawing one" (p. 2 11 ) . 

In 1925, when Spearman was asked to describe 
how he created Wh ispe ring Smith, he described 
the cha racter as the Western everyman , resource

ful, poised , endowed with good judgment and 
integrity, and quick to decision and action. Noting 
a duality between his characters Smi th and 
Sincla ir, Spearman said they differed on ly in one 
respect, "One is selfish and the other unselfish ."65 

In a promotiona l arti cle fo r Book Buyer, William 
Brownell argued that Spearman "has accomplished 
that rarest o f feats in fi c t ion-the creation of a new 

characte r. " Noting that Whispering Smith had the 
heroic qualities a reader would expect, Brownell 
wrote he had an additional virtu e, "a sterling integ

rity of character, which quite takes him out of the 
customalY class of secret agents, and a gentleness 
o f disposition ... which gives him a genuine 
dist inct ion for such a role as his of being lovable 
as well as fonn idable."fdi 

Anointing Smith as a new character in fiction is 
a stretch. Owen Wister's The Virginian , Horseman 
of the Plains , published in 1902, had a strong, 
knowin g, character who became a Western ico n. 
Bu t Whispering Smith was a curious, multidimen
sional man-determined, upright, and when 

necessary deadly, yet sensitive enough to wri te 
poetry and enjoy delighting others with it. 

The novel's two dramatic gunfight scenes came 
from real situations that Joe LeFors had lived to tell 

about. Evidence that Spearman heard these stori es 
wh ile in Wyoming is in his personal papers. 
Spearman's handwritten notes on four pages on 
stationery from the InterOcean Hotel in Cheyenne, 

relate details of LeFors's accoun ts of the shootings 
that closely match the gun fights fou nd in the novel 
and in LeFors 's au tobi ography.6i 

This first showdown moves quick ly : 

More serious than all, Sm ith found himself 
among three fast revolvers, working from an 
unmanageable horse. The beast tried to follow 
the fl eeing cowboys, and when faced sharply 
about showed temper. Th e trained horses o f 
the ou tlaws stood li ke statues, but Smith had 
to fight wi th his horse bucking at every shot. 
He th rew his bullets as best he could fi rst over 
one shoulder and then over the other, and 
used the last cart ridge in his revolver with 
Du Sang, Seagrue, and Karg shoot ing at him 
every time they could fi re without hitting one 
another. 

It was not the first ti me the Williams Cache 
gang had sworn to get him and had worked 
together to do it , but the first time it looked as 
if they might do it. A single chance was left to 
Wh ispering Smith for his life, and with his coat 
slashed with bullets, he took it. For an instant 
his life hung on the success of a trick so 
appallingly awkward that a cleverer man 
might have failed in turning it. If his rifle 
should play free in the scabbard as he reached 
for it , he could fall to the ground, releasing it 
as he plunged from th e sadd le, and make a 
fight on his feet. To so narrow an issue are the 
cleverest combinati ons sometimes brought by 
chance. He dropped his empty revolver, 
ducked like a mud-hen on his horse's neck, 
threw back his leg, and with all the precision 

IN ITS FIRST 

SIX MONTHS 

WHISPERI NG SMI TH 

SO LD 

38,825 

COPIES. 
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Paramount Studio's 
Technicolor version of 
Whispering Smith, starring 
Alan ladd, included an 
original musical score and 
is now available in DVD 
format. Pr \/'0' n 

he could summon, caught 
the grip of his muley in both 
hands. He made his fa ll 
heavily to the ground, land
ing on his shoulder. But as 
he keeled from the saddle 
the last th ing that rolled 
over the sadd le, like the 
flash of a porpoise fin, 
was the ba rrel of the 
rifl e, secure in his 
hands. Ka rg, on horse
back, was al ready 
bending over him, 
revolver in hand, but 
the shot was never 
fi red. A thirty-thirty 
bullet from the 
ground knocked 
the gun into the 
air and tore 
every knu ckle 
from Karg's 
hand. Du Sang 

spurred in from 
the right. A rifle-slug like 

an axe at the root caught him 
through the middle. His fin gers st iffened. His 

six-shooter fell to the ground and he clutched 
his side. Seagrue, ducking low, pu t spurs to his 
horse. and Whispering Smith, covered with 
dust , rose on the battle-field alone. 

Hats, revolvers and coats lay about him. 
Face downward, the huge bulk of Bill Dancing 
was stretched motionless in the road. Karg, 
crouching beside his fa llen horse, held up the 
bloody stump of his gun hand, and Du Sang, 
fifty ya rds away, reel ing like a drunken man in 
his saddle, spurred his horse in an aimless 
circle. Whispering Smith, running softly to the 
side of his own trembling an imal , threw him
se lf into the saddle, and , adjusting his rifle 

sights as the beast plunged down the d raw, 

gave chase to Seagrue (PI'. 302- 304) . 


Though his wri ting was interrupted by travel 
and out ings in Cal ifornia, Spearman sent the 
Smith manuscri pt to Scri bner's in March 1906. He 
believed he had created a story destined for suc
cess and asked the publisher for good illustrations 
and promotion . On May 3, 1906, he received assu r
ance on one count in a letter from J. H. Chapin of 
Scribner's Art Department: "N. C. Wyeth is going 
ahead with the ill ustra tionsand drawing for the 
cover of the book so we may get one drawing 
and the cover very soon for the dummies. "f,b 

Ulti mately, Wyeth, who would become a high ly 
regarded American artist, executed fOll r oil paint

ings and the cover drawing to ill ustrate Wh ispering 
Smith. Today, Wyeth 's color ill ustrations drive the 
prices of good first editions o f the book. Spearman 
saw the va lue. After the book was published he 
bought the original oil pai nting used as the frontis
piece from Scribner's for forty dollars." 

To promote the book Sc ribn er's created a 
poster using the Wyeth cover drawing and printed 
a two-foot book store ad reading "Have You Read 
WHISPERING SMITH?" The same question was 
used in major newspaper ads. 70 

The campaign and novel struck a chord. In 
i ts first six months, Whispering Smith sold 38,825 
copies, netting Spearman, at his royalty rate of 
22.5 cents for each sale, $10,668.75. In a series of 
editions, the novel remained in prin t for forty 
years. i 1 

Whispering Smith also became one of the film 
industry's first and enduring Western characters. 
The first Whispering Smith film was made in 191 6 
with J. P. McGowan di recting and Harold Lloyd, 
assistant director. Spearman pra ised the 1926 
Metropolitan remake with H. B. Warner in the title 
role. In 1927 Universal Pictures made a ten-episode 
seria l named Whispering Smith Rides. The first talk
ing version was rox's 1935 Whispering Smith 
Speaks, starring George O'Brien.72 

Paramount 's 1948 color movie, starri ng Alan 
Ladd, included origina l music and is now avail
able in DVD format. The character was spun off 
agai n in 195 1 in Hammer-Lesser/RKO's Whispering 
Smith Hits London. The final interpretation to date 
came in 196 1when NBC produced 26 episodes of 
Whispering Smith as a television series starring Guy 
Mitchell. Guest stars included Robert Redford, 
Forrest Tucker, and Richard Chamberlain." 

Whispering Smith was published in September 
1906, the month Spearman tu rned forty-seven years 
old and it capped his most productive period as a 
wri ter. Start ing as an unpublished fiction writer, in 
nine years he produced seven booksand hundreds 
of magazine and newspaper sl1011 stories and non
fiction articles. He had gone from an unknown 
ex-banker and real estate agen t to the bestseller 
list, and had assured his financial future. 

Spearman would not publish another book for 
four years. Then he returned to the defense of 
marriage theme in Robert Kimberly ( 1911 ) and 
again in The Mal1'iage Veldict ( 1923). Of the twelve 
novels he wrote after Whispering Smith only one, 
Nan of Music Mountain, become a top ten bestseller 
at number seven in 1916. That novel, also illus
trated by N. C. Wyeth, was filmed in 1917, starring 
Wallace Reid , who also starred in The Loue Special, 
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an adaptation for the screen of Daughter of Ihe 
Magnale. 

Spearman's later westerns included Laramie 
Holds Ihe Range ( 1921 ), Selwood 01 Sleepy Cal 
( 1925), Flambeau Jim (1927), Hell's Deserl (1933), 
and Gunlock Ranci) (1935) . Menilie Dawes ( 1913) 
was a business and society story, and Spanish 
Lover ( 1930) is a sixteenth-century historical 
romance of Don Juan of Austria. His last book, 
Carmen ofthe Rancho ( 1937), was a romance 
set in early Califomia. 74 

Eugenie suffered a mental breakdown in 1909. 
Although she recovered after being bedridden for 
six months, she largely withdrew from social life. 
The Spearmans moved to Hollywood in 1915 and 
wi thi n a year bu ilt an impressive mansion they 
named Beausoleil , where they lived out their lives. 
In addit ion to novels Frank wrote essays and 
brochures on Catholic issues, dabbled in public 
affairs, and managed his li terary propert ies.75 

In June 1934 the Spearmans celebrated their 
fiftieth wedding anniversary, and a year later Frank 
was awarded the University of Notre Dame's 
Laetare Medal for "the interesting and wholesome 
fiction he has provided through many years for 

a large reading public." Established in 1883 the 
medal is the most prestigious honor given to 
American Catholics. 76 

After a year of physical decl ine Frank Spearman 
died, of a bleeding stomach ulcer or cancer, on 
December 30, 1937, at age seventy-eight." Eugenie, 
who as a girl had survived the great Chicago fire 
in 1871 and lived through the 1906 San Francisco 
earthquake, died quietly at age eighty-eight in 
Los Angeles on November 8, 1945." 

On January 8, 1938, nine days after Frank 
Spearman's death in California, the McCook 
Gazelle published a two-column remembrance 
of his life written by his old friend, John Cordeal, 
whom Spearman had hired as assistant cash ier 
fifty years earlier when Cordeal was a teenager. 

He began, "M r. Spearman lived in this com mu
nity between 1887 and 1894 , and was actively 
engaged in the economic, soc ial and political life 

The first Whispering Smith 
film, directed by and 
starring J. P. McGowan 
as Whispering Smith, was 
made in 1916 at Signal 
Studios. From left, Gus 
Ingles, a Hollywood agent; 
Tlmpothy Kellher, former 
special security agent for 
the Union Pacific; Helen 
Holmes playing Marion 
Sinclair; McGowan, and 
Frank Spearman. Henry E. 
Huntington LIbrary and Art 
Gallery 

of this part of the state during his stay here."" 
He recou nted Spearman's writ ing successes, 

the honors he won , and the assistance he lent to 
you ng men, including Cordeal, whi le in McCook. 

The account concluded, "His untimely dea th 
has deprived the readi ng world of an autobiogra-
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phy that wou ld have been of absorbing interest. It 
is to be hoped that one of his literary contemporar
ies will complete the stOlY of his life. In his passing 
one has gone whose place, in the affection of his 
friends, ca nnot be fi ll ed." 80 

Time has not treated Frank Spearman's legacy 
as a writer wel l. Hailed in 1931 when he received 
an honorary degree at Loyola University in Los 
Angeles as "dear to the heart of every American 
as a novelist of the first order," during the past fifty 
years, his work, most of it out of print, has been 
largely ignored. Despite his literary pretensions, 
Spearman's action books, popular wi th readers of 
their time, fit best into the pulp genre. His writi ng, 
often overexerted, was not high art. His moralizing 
tales, pitting human desi res against religious 
norms, were straws against the twentieth century's 
wind of increasing personal liberty. And un like 
Zane Grey, a Spearman contemporary who made a 
career out of writ ing formulaic, wholesome, west
ern pu lp, Spearman did not become such a brand, 
partly because he was more experimental and less 
consistent. 81 

Unlike those devoted to well-known Nebraska 
authors, such as Willa Cather, John Neihardt, and 
Mari Sandoz, there have been no academic studies 
of Spearman's work or life. Only one or two maga
zines tai lored to ra ilroad enthusiasts have offered 
Spearman profiles, usually wi th a reprint of one of 
his stories, during the past half century. Indeed, 
he is vi rtually unknown as a Nebraska influenced 
wri ter. That may be because he had left the state 
before his work was published, he obscured loca
tions and names in his fiction, and he had few if 
any champions, save John Cordeal, extolling his 
books in the state. 

Nonetheless, his early railroad stories are reser
voirs of cultural and historical value to Nebraskans. 
They express dominant cu ltu ral values- order, 
progress, and enterprise-alive on the prairie 
during the I 880s and I 890s. They offer rich profi les 
of men who dared to run clattering, primitive 
mach ines across the Plains, forging a lifeline to 
settlers. They share, albeit someti mes breathlessly, 
tales of success and fai lure about the era's cutting
edge tech nology, the ra ilroad. From the vantage 
point of a small town banker and with unusual in
sight and cu riosity, Spearman wi tnessed Nebraska's 
rapid evolution from unsettled to modern li fe, and 
his early stories, especially the twenty pieces com
piled in The Nerve ofFoley and Held for Orders, 
offer a window into that fasc inating period . 
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