

  CHAPTER ONE


  Grubstreet, USA


  MANY ASPIRING WRITERS JUGGLE TWO VOCATIONS. THE MAIN OCCUPAtion is the one for which they were educated and the one that pays the bills. The other vocation is held on the side and might luckily finance their writing pads. The former keeps body and soul in some harmony, while the latter feeds some deep creative urge. Most writers are able to keep these vocations in precarious balance. And then there is Zane Grey, who rarely balanced anything for very long. He wrote, he fished, and he loved. In between he traveled. He readily gave up his first occupation to become a writer in a world that was open to anyone with an idea and a typewriter. Returning from his travels, he would head home to write the next book, smelling faintly of desert mesquite or bluefin tuna.


  But when he was twenty-four years of age, a writing career was far in the future. In 1896 he graduated from the dentistry program at the University of Pennsylvania and set up a dental clinic at 100 West Seventy-Fourth Street in New York, a short distance from Central Park. He had received a first-class education at Penn, although he was the first to admit he often did not pay attention in anatomy and biology classes. His mind wandered frequently. While the professor lectured about organs and tissues, Grey reflected on passages from Nathaniel Hawthorne, James Fenimore Cooper, and his favorite dime novelist, Charles F. Fosdick, known by his pen name, Harry Castlemon. In English grammar classes, in which he should have been studying intensely, he wrote stories about Indians and settlers in his native Ohio. With intense cramming and some late hours in the library, he was able to pass his final exams.


  If he had pursued his dentistry occupation purposefully, Zane could have prospered in New York. Dentistry and oral surgery had made substantial gains with the advent of x-rays and general anesthesia. Local anesthesia, in the form of Novocain, was just on the horizon. Dentists were attaining the same stature as doctors and surgeons. With its burgeoning population, New York was a magnet for entrepreneurs, businessmen, lawyers, and doctors, offering its residents high salaries and attractive benefits. Alas, given his passion for writing, he could not force himself to dedicate his time to his primary career. He set up a desk in the rear of his clinic so that he could sneak away from the dentist’s chair and write down his thoughts. At first he had no idea what to write about. He knew that authors were plentiful in New York and that they wrote for magazines and newspapers. In his first two years in the city, he tried to focus on stories that would sell. He had heard of demanding publishers who rejected beginning writers by the score, so he tried to write articles and stories targeted for certain periodicals.


  He thought, naively at first, that writers were born talented and that publishers sought them out. Only later did he learn about the sacrifice, the hard work, and the tolerance of rejection it took for any person to succeed in the writing game. New York was filled with famous and wealthy authors, as well as a much larger number of hungry, unknown ones willing to endure the ups and downs of the writing game. This latter group populated Grubstreet, which was not a real thoroughfare but a state of mind.


  The term “Grubstreet” originated in England in the eighteenth century; Samuel Johnson described it this way: “Originally the name of a street in Moorfields in London much inhabited by writers of small histories, dictionaries, and temporary poems; whence any mean production is called Grubstreet.”1 Since then it has symbolized any collection of writers who desire to sell their work for remuneration. It can include hack and pulp writers as well as beginning literary artists who turn quickly to cheap, commercial fiction to make ends meet. As the number of magazines, dime novels, and newspapers rapidly increased after the American Civil War, it particularly found a home in New York and the Atlantic Seaboard. The American author Upton Sinclair wrote that Grubstreet was “composed of thousands of newspaper men, magazine editors, and writers, poetry mongers, storytellers and novelists—for a large part people without the slightest knowledge of literature and without any idea whatever of literary tradition, but who have gone into writing as into any other trade, who study to know the ‘market,’ and who watch hungrily for any subject that will ‘go’; who will turn you out a biography of a great man six weeks after he is dead, and who will watch the public taste in fiction and dash off a new romance or slum-study.”2


  The whole inscrutable world of New York publishing rattled and frustrated Grey for many years. His diploma hung conspicuously on his dental office wall, declaring that he had graduated from the University of Pennsylvania Dental Program and that he had been a student from 1892 to 1896. His education on Grubstreet, though not official, would last longer—much longer.


  * * *


  Like many beginning writers, Zane Grey desired a platform or something in his past to give him leverage with editors. He needed a feature to distinguish him from other writers. Jack London found it in the Klondike; Herman Melville acquired it in the South Pacific; Owen Wister discovered it in Wyoming and produced his seminal novel of the West, The Virginian, in 1902. Grey had not traveled to the Klondike, the South Pacific, or anywhere beyond the Ohio River. But he knew he had a famous heritage. Born in Zanesville, Ohio, in 1872, he claimed notable ancestors on his mother’s side. During the Revolutionary War, Colonel Ebenezer Zane left Virginia with a ragtag militia and eventually commanded Fort Henry, on the site of present-day Wheeling, West Virginia. On one occasion, as British forces assaulted the fort, the colonel’s young sister Betty Zane rushed gunpowder to the soldiers on the battlements. Dodging bullets and carrying the powder in an apron draped over her shoulder, she rushed from soldier to soldier, supplying them ammunition. The colonel later established Zanesville, among other towns. Grey often boasted that he was the proud descendant of the invincible Betty Zane. The Zane legacy in Ohio boosted Grey’s self-worth throughout his life and gave him confidence in the worst of times.


  Even during his mid-twenties in New York, he often turned to his boyhood dime novels for inspiration. Friends gave the adolescent Grey their used novels, which he slowly devoured in his bedroom. Much to the consternation of his demanding father, Dr. Lewis M. Gray, also a dentist, Zane kept a stack of them hidden in his closet under his flattened baseball mitt and fishing tackle. He used to stick one in his back pocket and sneak away to nearby Dillon’s Falls to fish for chub and catfish. With his line dangling in the water, he passed the minutes reading passages from Harry Castlemon’s Frank in the Mountains. In these pages were men and women of the real West. This is what adults surely did, he surmised. They left their desks and their offices. They rode out in the open air as free men and women. Clad in cowboy hats and chaps, they galloped over the countryside, roping cattle and cleaning up lawless towns. Their lives were far from the humdrum of Zanesville and were packed with derring-do, fistfights, brawls, and imperiled maidens. The heroes of that golden age answered to no one. He imagined it to be a glorious life and hoped maybe one day he could relate their stories just as his favorite authors had.


  Soon Grey wrote his first story, “Jim of the Cave,” a picaresque little tale that his father discovered and promptly tore up in front of him. Excoriated by his parent, he never forgot the black shame of that moment. He started writing in private, which prompted mixed feelings: in one moment he was jubilant and in the next he felt ashamed to be wasting his time.


  The dime novels that nurtured Grey throughout his life and were the direct ancestors of Riders of the Purple Sage gradually lost influence as magazines and newspapers became more popular. In the 1860s and 1870s, however, Beadle and Company dime novel authors wrote of everything in the adventurous world: from jungle and borealis to the desert and open sea. A good dime writer could turn out a thrilling story of quick-paced prose of seventy to eighty typed pages in two weeks. Authors were paid between $75 and $150 for a typed manuscript.3 Since a struggling writer could make a decent living from producing dime novels, publishers rarely lacked a ready supply of them. Crime, piracy, and historical fiction saturated the pages, but always leading the way was the Western. The deeds of Buffalo Bill Cody, Pawnee Bill, and Wild Bill Hickok populated the best-selling novels. As time went on, more female heroes, such as Calamity Jane, entered the genre. One Beadle writer, Prentiss Ingraham, after receiving the go-ahead from Beadle on a book proposal, remarked that he drew out his “trusty fountain pen, locked myself in, and working from breakfast to breakfast, completed my task.”4


  Beadle novelists usually kept the company’s rules taped on their desktops. Among other demands were these: “(1) We prohibit all things offensive to good taste in expression and incident; (2) We prohibit subjects of characters that carry an immoral taint; (3) We prohibit what cannot be read with satisfaction by every right-minded person—young and old alike; (4) We require your best work; (5) We require unquestioned originality; (6) We require grace and precision of narrative, and correctness in composition; (7) Authors must be familiar with characters and places which they introduce and not attempt to write in fields of which they have no intimate knowledge.”5 Any writer who slipped on any of these requirements was rejected outright.


  Despite these strict rules, authors flooded Beadle with stories. Perhaps the most famous of these writers was Ned Buntline, the pen name of Edward Zane Carroll Judson. He was a prodigious traveler in the American West and often boasted of his meeting with Buffalo Bill Cody, an encounter he wrote about in fourteen dime novels. In sum, Buntline pounded out nearly four hundred thrilling yarns of America and beyond. His writing process was unique in that he began with the title first. “When I hit on a good one,” he noted, “I consider the story half finished. It is the thing of prime importance. After I begin I push ahead as fast as I can write, never blotting out anything I have once written and never making a correction or modification. . . . If a book does not suit me when I am finished, I simply throw it in the fire and watch it burn to nothing.”6


  The dimes and eventually the pulp magazines were the American heirs of Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley Novels and shared many of the features of King Arthur’s court. At the same time as Scott’s novels were popular, James Fenimore Cooper brought the historical romance to America through his Leatherstocking Tales and his buckskin hero Natty Bumppo, or Deerslayer. The Western story, in particular, depicted the roamers and wranglers of the American West as knights of the range. A lawless land
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  needed a code to live by, so the men and women adopted the chivalric system that was often demonstrated in the early and late Middle Ages. The knight—or Western hero—must not only demonstrate his bravery and fearlessness in battle but also uphold his beliefs in loyalty, fidelity, and honor. Self-knowledge, honor, and courage, even in the face of societal rejection, became the hallmarks of the frontier hero. Chivalry and courtly love were honored. Women were treated with respect, and frequently they appeared independent and savvy in their decisions. How men behaved in relation to women challenged Grey all his life, and it proved to be one of the most difficult hurdles in his fiction.


  Breakthroughs in printing technology and demand for higher-quality material drove the creation of pulp magazines. In 1882 Frank Munsey started publishing Golden Argosy, a juvenile periodical, and later, in 1888, he created Argosy, one of the first magazines to spur growth in periodical readership. Other publishers followed quickly, abandoning the dime novel format in favor of a magazine measuring eight by ten inches and running 120 pages. The heyday of the pulps lasted well into the next century and included such titles as Munsey’s and Popular, both of which Zane Grey tried to break into. Popular’s tagline was “a magazine for men and women who like to read about men.” At the same time, more prestigious magazines emerged, such as McClure’s, the Saturday Evening Post, and Ladies’ Home Journal. At the top end were the New York monthlies: Scribner’s, Harper’s, and Century, all of which remained beyond the reach of any fledgling writer on Grubstreet.


  Assisting Zane Grey in his search for a publisher was the advent of the outdoor magazine. Sports Afield began production in Denver in 1887. Field and Stream, headquartered in New York, soon followed in 1895. Outdoor Life, also published in Denver, debuted in 1898. The trio became known as the Big Three and catered to a surging clientele interested in the natural American landscape. Because the offices of Field and Stream were near Grey’s office, he frequently made contact with editorial staff, hoping for a bite. Nothing came of it until later, when he had established himself. In the meantime, he made the strategic decision to join the Campfire Club, an organization that promoted outdoor adventure and conservation. Field and Stream became the club’s official publication, and it was through the latter that Grey met Eltinge Warner, who in 1906 became managing editor of the magazine.


  * * *


  On April 25, 1898, Zane picked up a copy of the New York Journal and headed toward his clinic. As he was walking, a headline suddenly grabbed him: “Congress Declares War!” He leaned against the nearest lamppost, scanning the front-page articles about the impending conflict with Spain over the sinking of the USS Maine in Havana harbor. At first he thought he might answer President McKinley’s call for volunteers.


  As always, he was dressed in a business suit, white shirt, and tie. He stood five foot, nine inches, and was well-proportioned and rawboned. Playing baseball on the side for most of his life had given him powerful upper body strength, a feature he would maintain later by landing marlin and tarpon in Mexico and tiger sharks in Australia. He had lank, dark hair and was clean-shaven. One remarkable characteristic was his intense stare, which seemed to bore right through you.


  After thinking it over, he decided he was in no emotional shape for joining the military, but he decided to follow the journalists who covered the war in the New York Journal and New York World, the two competing newspapers that often sensationalized the conflict.


  As the war escalated through the summer, one particular journalist rose to prominence and captured the attention of Zane Grey. Flamboyant and daring, Richard Harding Davis personified the new breed of journalists who were paid great sums to follow military actions and report them from the battlefield. William Randolph Hearst, publisher of the New York Herald, offered Davis $3,000 plus all expenses to cover the war in Cuba for the newspaper.


  Dressed in his khaki uniform and tall boots, Davis accompanied the American forces into battle and wrote a series of dramatic reports for the paper. He was clean-shaven, a feature that in the late part of the century was somewhat prophetic. His image caused a cultural style change: beards, mustaches, and sideburns slowly disappeared. By the turn of the century, Davis influenced an entire generation of young males to rid themselves of facial hair.
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  Davis’s major contribution, however, continued to be his talent for reporting battlefield action in clear, gripping prose. Along with writer Stephen Crane, illustrator Frederic Remington, and a host of other journalists, Richard Davis covered the major skirmishes of the Spanish-American War in Cuba. He boosted the career of Colonel Theodore Roosevelt and in part made him a national hero. Writers on Grubstreet envied the intrepid Davis, seeing in him the stardom they wished for themselves.


  * * *


  For several years, Grey had experienced violent mood swings, resulting in deep depression followed by manic highs. Although he was never professionally diagnosed, he most likely suffered from bipolar disorder. At the turn of twentieth century, bipolar disorder, or manic depression, as it was known then, was little understood by the medical profession. All sorts of natural remedies were used to cope with the disorder, and people afflicted with it were viewed as lacking in morals because they often exhibited risky and dangerous behavior. Despite his condition, Zane persevered as a writer, even though the disorder often sent him into periods of dark, crippling depression. For days he was immobilized, unable to lift his pencil. He scribbled in his diary: “A Hyena lying in wait—that is my black spell! I conquered one mood only to fall prey to the next. And there have been days of hell. Hopeless, black, morbid, sickening exaggerated mental disorder. . . . It took a day—a whole endless horrible day of crouching in a chair, hating self and all, the sunshine, the sound of laughter, and then I wandered about like a lost soul, or a man who was conscious of imminent death.”7 He avoided alcohol, which in combination with his disorder would have proved deadly. He remained clean and sober for the rest of life, asserting that his strength and endurance came from a healthy body. His drinking friends often dropped by the wayside while he pressed on. During the darkest of dark hours, however, he struggled without help, without relief.


  The one option that seemed to work was strenuous exercise, or hiking deep into the woods. In nature he found temporary solace. While in New York he would tear himself from the clutches of some black mood and head for the forests of New Jersey. He would run until he was breathless
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  and then retrace his steps, sometimes in the vain hope that his mood would brighten. He later would opt for more exhausting pursuits, such as wrestling fish, which he pursued from British Columbia to the Galapagos Islands. He loved fishing in the nearby streams. He and his brother R. C. had fished since boyhood, and often the latter would meet him halfway between Ohio and Manhattan. They frequently chose a spot on the Delaware River, Lackawaxen, Pennsylvania, which offered a pleasant and relaxing afternoon of fishing. Three years younger than Zane, R. C. proved to be a more durable baseball player than his brother; each boasted, however, their prowess as fishermen. For Zane, fishing was more than landing fish in a net. He liked to recline on the riverbank and let his mind wander. “I can stand a man to be a better angler than I am—which is hard to be,” he deadpanned. “But as far as the dreamer end of it, I claim distinction.”8


  Avoiding the crowds in Central Park on weekends, he slipped across the bridge to play baseball for the Orange Athletic Club in New Jersey. During his stint in Orange, he switched from being a pitcher (his college position) to an outfielder, a change that another ballplayer named George Ruth happened to make several years later. Baseball was just another diversion that kept him from the routines and responsibilities of earning a living in his clinic. But the aroma of sweaty men and locker rooms was far better than the foul stench of infected gums and decaying teeth. Moreover, he simply did not like routines or responsibilities of any kind. “Reality is death to me,” he once remarked. “I simply can’t stand life as it is.”9


  In the years between 1896 and 1900, his writing rescued his sanity. Sometimes the words flowed easily onto the page. He kept a jar of sharpened pencils on his desk. When a tip broke or went dull, he put it aside and pressed on. He could go through four or five pencils for one article. When the words stopped coming, he rose and went for a walk around the block. Upon returning, he would stare at the blank pages of foolscap ready to be marked on. When necessary, he would attend a patient in the dentist chair. He repeated this process throughout his weekdays in New York. Up and down, back and forth. His mind frequently went blank; the pencil stiffened in his hand. He would simplify what he was trying to say, then resume his stint at the ironing board to press out the words that often wrinkled and resisted. His moments of extreme self-doubt produced a hesitant writer: “I am tortured before I begin to write, no call, no inspiration, no confidence, and no joy.”10


  He concentrated on writing sporting and outdoor articles, and on the side he penned several adventure stories in the vein of his favorite blood-and-thunder pulp writers. In 1902 he finally sold his first article to Recreation magazine, “A Day on the Delaware.” In February 1903 Field and Stream published “Camping Out.” Eltinge Warner, whom Grey had met through the Campfire Club, had recently become an editor at the sporting magazine and encouraged Grey to submit more articles for consideration. “My initial two articles boosted my self-confidence and supplied the inspiration to try other fields in writing,” Grey wrote.11 Frank Munsey, publisher of Munsey’s magazine, told him to “keep the fishing stories coming, but also try your hand at fiction. It’s a tough market to break into, but it pays well and the rewards are many. No westerns, though, unless you’re Owen Wister or Hamlin Garland. They don’t sell anymore.”12


  * * *


  At the twentieth century’s beginning many Grubstreet writers were reveling in the upsurge in magazine and periodical circulation. Markets previously depressed once again opened up. Harper’s Monthly, Harper’s Weekly, the Saturday Evening Post, Collier’s, McClure’s, and Ladies’ Home Journal led the popular magazines. Additionally, the sporting and nature magazines, such as Sports Afield, Field and Stream, and Outdoor Life, enjoyed soaring circulation numbers. The pulps—Popular, Recreation, Munsey’s, and Outing—benefited from the sudden interest in the natural world.


  Many writers stayed on Grubstreet all their lives, turning out copy for such pulps as Western Story, Detective Fiction, All-Story Weekly, and Ace-High. Others like Frank Gruber and Alan LeMay moved on. Gruber left for Hollywood in 1943, wrote B movie scripts, and completed one of the first biographies of Zane Grey, in 1969. During his stint with the pulps, Gruber identified the nine basic storylines for the Western novel: railroad story, ranch story, small ranch story, vast ranch story, revenge story, cavalry and Indian story, outlaw story, marshal story, and dedicated lawman story. After he had worked out these classifications, “I could go over them,” he remarked, “and decide that I had written stories in one or another of the groups only recently and it might be easier to do one of the others.”13 LeMay penned three notable books, Painted Ponies, The Searchers, and The Unforgiven, as well as several movie screenplays in the 1940s and 1950s.


  A few Grubstreet authors left the street entirely when they were young and inevitably moved out of the entire neighborhood. At twenty-four years old, Jack London hit literary gold in 1900 with his collection of stories Son of the Wolf; three years later he hit it bigger with The Call of the Wild.


  Zane Grey and Jack London seemed an unlikely duo to be swept up in a literary controversy, but that is exactly what happened. While Grey was targeting outdoor magazines for his articles, London, working three thousand miles to the west in California, was cashing in on his rambles in the Klondike and Alaska. Unlike Grey, London had no primary occupation to fall back on. His background included time as a vagrant, jail inmate, college dropout, gold prospector, and pulp master. He detailed his literary ascent with near blissful agony. He counted fifteen acceptances, while nearly ninety articles in every genre were rejected over four hundred times. For nearly two years, between 1898 and 1900, he studied the markets, read voraciously, sent out manuscripts by the dozen, and readied himself for the deluge of rejection letters that he kept pinned in a line reaching five feet high in his office. He imagined “a soulless machine” operating in editorial offices, sending out rejection slips. “A part of the soulless machine,” he noted, “some cunning arrangement of cogs and cranks at the other end (it could not have been a living breathing man with blood in his veins) had transferred the manuscript to another envelope, taken the stamps from the inside and pasted them to the outside, and added the rejection slip.”14 Despite early failure, rejection, and often complete indifference on the part of editors, London pressed on, selling brief articles and stories here and there, most of which paid modestly. Luckily, though, he arrived at a time when colorful articles of lusty outdoor adventure were beginning to attract large readerships. After his Son of the Wolf soared in popularity, his sporting escapades in the north were eagerly sought out by Harper’s Weekly and the Saturday Evening Post. London’s literary territory included adventurous men and their animal companions trapped in a savage, primeval world.

  
   [image: Jack London (above) and Zane Grey traveled similar paths to literary success. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS]


Jack London (above) and Zane Grey traveled similar paths to literary success. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS


  Although London was widely praised for his nature stories, not all agreed with that assessment, including the naturalist and famed author John Burroughs, who called London and his followers “sham naturalists” and “romancers.”15 In a controversy that became known as the “nature fakers,” Burroughs first chided Ernest Thompson Seton for asserting, in Wild Animals I Have Known (1898), that wild animals derive their abilities and instincts from humans. Writing in the Atlantic Monthly, Burroughs blamed Seton (and later London) for creating a “Yellow journalism of the Woods. . . . Fact and fiction are so deftly blended in the work that only a real woodsman can separate them.”16



  The controversy lasted for over ten years and pitted scientists and naturalists, such as Burroughs and John Muir, against the popular nature writers, such as Seton, London, and William J. Long. The former criticized the “romancers” of the woods for over-sentimentalizing animals in their natural habitats, while the latter fired back by claiming that their work was based on current scientific facts. London broke his silence on the matter in an article in Collier’s magazine in January 1908: “I have been guilty of writing . . . two books about dogs. The writing of these two stories was in part a protest against the humanizing of animals, of which several animal writers had been profoundly guilty. Time and time again, and many times, in my narratives, I wrote of my dog heroes: ‘He did not think these things, he merely did them.’ And I did this repeatedly in order to hammer into the average human understanding that these dog heroes of mine were not directed by reasoning but by instinct, sensation and emotion, and by simple reasoning. Also I endeavored to create them in line with facts of evolution: I hewed them to the mark set by scientific research, and awoke, one day, bundled neck and crop into the camp of the nature fakers.”17


  As the argument raged and both sides fired salvos at each other, President Theodore Roosevelt injected himself into the controversy, siding with naturalists and scientists. Writing in Everybody’s magazine in June 1907, Roosevelt saw no reason to romanticize animals since they were there to satisfy human needs. Called affectionately “a steam engine in pants” and caustically “that damned cowboy,” Roosevelt was at first cautious about entering the debate, fearing that his status as president might make his participation seem inappropriate. But true to his nature, he criticized both William Long and London about inaccuracies in their writings. Roosevelt asserted that Long’s books were “genuine crimes” against the nation’s children. The president feared that Long’s and London’s books gave children an erroneous picture of natural history and called such writings “an outrage.”


  While Grey remained silent on the subject, Long, a respected clergyman, author, and naturalist, took aim at Roosevelt by calling him “cowardly” and a “game killer.” Long’s insults went further by claiming that “anytime he gets near the heart of a wild thing he inevitably puts a bullet through it.” Thus, back and forth, the controversy dragged on through the first decade of the twentieth century. If nothing else, the debate raised awareness of humanity’s relationship to the natural world and, in particular, to animals.18


  It wasn’t until 1908 that Zane Grey felt the impact of the debate, when he tried unsuccessfully to sell his short book Roping Lions in the Grand Canyon to Harper and Brothers. By then, the controversy had percolated down to magazine and book publishers. Harper’s junior editors, fearing a backlash from conservationists, rejected Grey’s manuscript, citing its mistreatment of animals. Eventually Eltinge Warner, managing editor at Field and Stream, accepted Grey’s book and serialized it, beginning with the January 1909 issue. But by then it was clear that the “nature fakers” debate had shaped American sensibilities for years to come.




  CHAPTER TWO


  Beloved Infidel


  THE PROPER INDIAN SPELLING WAS LACKAWAXEN, BUT LOCALS AND PILgrim anglers often called it “Lack-a-fishin,” “Lack-a-rotten,” or sometimes “Lack-a-women.” But by any name, Pearl Zane Grey loved it for its singular position on the Delaware River, just across from Delaware House, a rustic hangout on weekends for jaded New Yorkers.


  The diminutive Lackawaxen River flows out of the Pennsylvania Appalachians and joins the Delaware River near the village of Lackawaxen. Grey said of the river: “Winding among the blue hills of Pennsylvania, there is a swift amber stream the Indians named Lackawaxen. The literal translation nobody seems to know, but it must mean in mystical and imaginative Delaware, the brown water that turns and whispers and tumbles.”1


  In late August 1900, Zane’s life of practicing dentistry, playing baseball, and writing underwent a seismic shift. Staying at the Delaware House that summer with some friends was nineteen-year-old Lina Elise Roth, who lived in Manhattan with her parents and was studying to be a teacher at Hunter College. Grey met her when he and his brother R. C. were rowing near the Delaware River shore. Within a few weeks Zane and Lina became close friends and by the end of the year they were inseparable. Zane shared with Lina, called Dolly, his deepest desire to become a writer, and perhaps he was attracted to her because she possessed all the grammar and writing skills that he did not.


  When Zane met and fell in love with Dolly, he set in motion the features of romance he would represent in Riders of the Purple Sage some twelve years later. Dolly helped lift Grey from a shy, withdrawn dreamer to a man somewhat in touch with reality.
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  For one thing, Dolly was a romantic too, but she had a strong maternal and practical side as well. She loved the classics of literature, especially Balzac, and she had a keen knowledge of grammar, syntax, diction, and tone in writing. That Zane was a dedicated, aspiring writer appealed deeply to her inner longing for art and expression. She followed his development as a writer and encouraged him to try longer works of fiction, perhaps even a novel. In her own right, however, Dolly represented the image of the modern woman, which instilled both love and fear in the budding writer.


  In the first months of their relationship, Zane felt swept away by Dolly: “I never dreamed that I could love anyone as well as I have you. To be in your presence was delight to me.” But in the same letter, he expressed how that infatuation had changed: “This is the simple entire truth. You have just told me that I was tired of you. So much for your understanding me. When we parted at Lackawaxen, my heart was heavy and I had a foreboding of evil as I feared those were the last of our happy days. We might have known that it could not last.”2


  By trying to be a breadwinner, a writer, a man, and a lover, Grey encountered some of the most turbulent days of his young life. He frequently rejected Dolly, the one person he loved the most, and in the next breath he wanted to be close to her. He was up one minute and prostrate the next. He often felt he was in a canoe heading to Niagara. Some gentle and supportive words from Dolly often set him straight: “A nature like yours,” she wrote, “is one which fluctuates from the heights to the depths, and I know that to you the depths are very deep and dark . . . you yourself are not perfect. And have certain faults which may seem as heinous to certain persons as their characteristics seem to you . . . don’t be discouraged. I am sure that I am not wrong when I say you will do something great someday. But make your aim the highest, if you fall short of that the first or second time, your effort will at least help you attain your goal.” It was signed, “Your Dolly.”3


  Once in every generation, it seems, one man or woman arrives to shape the cultural identity of the era. Such a man was Charles Dana Gibson, who by the year 1900 established himself as the premier illustrator for American magazines and a beacon of hope for young women throughout the country and eventually the world. His most famous image—the Gibson Girl, as she became known—was a highly attractive woman with hair upswept and curls dangling on her temples. Her lips were firm and sensual, but she radiated an infectious self-confidence. She was dressed in long, flowing white dresses. Her image appeared on the covers of Harper’s Bazaar and Cosmopolitan and attracted young women from age fifteen to forty.


  Unlike the portrayal of the Victorian woman, someone generally subservient and homebound, the Gibson Girl was coltish, independent, and sexy without being sleazy, headstrong, vocal, and educated. As part of this revolution in gender roles, Dolly Roth enjoyed her young womanhood and being equal to any man she happened to meet. She possessed great self-awareness and a talent for languages. She encouraged women’s right to vote, which was already on the books in Wyoming, Utah, Colorado, and Idaho. As the daughter of affluent parents, she could pursue her vocational goals without discarding women’s traditional roles of homemaker and mother. As their courtship progressed, Dolly reminded Zane that he needed the balance that she provided. “Have I ever steered you wrong?” she asked. “It’s my job to keep your feet on the ground while your head is in the clouds.”4


  * * *


  By the early months of 1902, Zane was ready to begin a novel. He considered many options before selecting the story of his forebears, the Zanes in the Ohio River Valley during the Revolutionary War. Dolly told him to start it before the sweet bird of inspiration took wing and


   [image: Dolly, seen here holding a prize bass, became Zane’s wife, confidante, editor, and harshest critic. COURTESY OF THE OHIO HISTORY CONNECTION P49_B05F02_001]
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