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			Introduction:
A Generation in Search of a Hero

			■ soon after the birth of a boy named Stephen in Newark, New Jersey, in 1871, ominous signs began to appear that he would struggle to find his place in the world. As the last of fourteen children of a devout fifty-two-year-old Methodist clergyman and his forty-four-year-old wife, Stephen’s early years were shaped by his parents’ puritanical views. Two years before his birth, his father had published a book entitled Popular Amusements, in which he took a dim view of dancing, tobacco, opium, alcohol, billiards, chess, and novel-reading. The book also predicted the demise of the then-new game of baseball, because “everyone connected with it seems to be regarded with a degree of suspicion.” Some who knew Stephen during his early years believed they had already detected signs of rebellion against his father’s views.

			Then the sudden death of his father in 1880 turned the eight-year-old boy’s world upside down. Forced to leave the parsonage, his mother temporarily sent the lad to live with an older brother. Even after reuniting with him in a new home in Asbury Park, she immersed herself in temperance work, which often kept her away from home for lengthy periods. As a result, a neighbor recalled that when Stephen was scarcely out of knee pants he often arrived “home from school or play, maybe skating on the lake, to find no supper. He would then range the neighborhood for food and companionship.” The boy was finally sent off to school for good when he was thirteen. Thus during some of his most impressionable years he had been thrust out of a strict household and into a state of virtual orphanhood.

			Stephen expressed his inner tumult by exploring many of the same worldly temptations that his father had condemned. Yet he did so in a strangely diffident way that suggested he felt haunted by the disapproval of his dead father and of his absent mother. Stephen cultivated a disaffected air and developed odd eating and sleeping habits that, along with his short stature and thin frame, made him appear disturbingly undernourished. Although cigarettes were still an uncommon vice, he habitually held a lit one in his fingers—but rarely was he seen to puff on it. It was as though he was deliberately striving to convince observers that he was unhealthy, when in fact he was blessed with both physical stamina and agility.

			The young man attended four schools during the next five and a half years, and the frequent switches reinforced the persona he had already begun to develop. In the process, his sense of alienation hardened into a mask that hid his emotions. “It was his pose,” recollected one classmate, “to take little interest in anything save poker and baseball, and even in speaking of these great matters there was in his manner a suggestion of noblesse oblige. Undoubtedly he felt himself peculiar, an oyster beneath whose lips there was already an irritating grain of some foreign substance.” Outsiders saw in the youngster only a “contradiction, self-depreciation coupled with arrogance, which has puzzled so many.”

			Since Stephen was gifted with a rich and inventive imagination, he might have been expected to channel his pent-up energies into one of the fine arts. Instead he concentrated them on baseball, one of the many activities that had troubled his father. More particularly, Stephen became obsessed with the position that had become central to the now professional sport—the catcher. In contrast to his usual hesitancy, he reportedly boasted that no pitcher could throw a ball he couldn’t catch bare-handed. The specific source of this statement is dubious, but such displays of courage were so fundamental to the catchers of this era that it seems likely Stephen said something along those lines. There is even reason to suspect that he dreamed of a career as a professional baseball player.

			His mother had different plans for her son. In 1885, hoping that Stephen would find a religious calling, she enrolled him in the seminary where her late husband had once been principal. After two years she abandoned that hope and sent him to a military school, no doubt wishing either to make a soldier of her son or at least to instill some discipline in him. Once again reality would prove very different as schoolwork continued to have little interest to the youngster while baseball, more than ever, functioned as a substitute. He took great pride in being the catcher of the school baseball nine and continued to catch bare-handed, treating his increasingly sore hands with iodine and witch hazel. Eventually, however, he gave in and donned a buckskin glove.

			He was off to Lafayette College in the fall of 1890, where his most frequent companions were the school’s “motley crowd of baseball enthusiasts.” He hoped to make the varsity team in the spring but was foiled by his chronic neglect of schoolwork, and he withdrew at the end of the semester. In January 1891, Stephen enrolled at Syracuse University, where he was entitled to a scholarship as the grandnephew of one of the founders. He moved into the Delta Upsilon fraternity house, and his attitude remained as lackadaisical as ever.

			According to a classmate, Stephen “never seemed to be particularly interested in anything that transpired in college except baseball. He was somewhat careless in his dress and negligent of his lectures; was always cool, never worried about anything, smoked infinite tobacco and took life just as it came.” One of Stephen’s professors confirmed that he “would not be cramped by following a course of study he did not care for” and instead “devoted himself to athletics.” Stephen’s own summary of his college career was similar: “I went to Lafayette College but did not graduate. I found mining-engineering not at all to my taste. I preferred base-ball. Later I attended Syracuse University where I attempted to study literature but found base ball again more to my taste.”

			Baseball continued to bring out a side of him not otherwise evident. At Syracuse he immediately began to prepare for making the varsity baseball nine. Within four weeks of his arrival on campus, the student newspaper was predicting a bright future for the new arrival. One of his teammates later recalled that upon the call for tryouts, Stephen “must have been among the first to arrive as he obtained a fairly respectable and well-matched uniform. The uniforms in those days consisted of a miscellaneous lot of clothes purchased at second hand from the Syracuse Stars, the local professional ball team, and it was a case of ‘first come, first served’ in the assignment of garments.”

			Even so, the eager newcomer presented an odd appearance. “He should have worn white stockings of the heavy ribbed kind but of necessity he wore black of a fine knit that made his slender legs look like pipe stems,” remembered that same teammate. “He was of a sallow complexion, his skin, hair and eyes appeared to be all of one dull and lifeless hue. That is, his eye balls were of the same deep cream tint but the iris was of a cold, bluish gray color. His hair never would stay combed and parted; even after a ‘washup’ following a game there were bound to be stray locks hanging down at the forehead and a bristly bunch at the end of the part in the back. [He] was very quick and active on his feet, his body was slender, his shoulders somewhat drooping, his chest not robust and his knees inclined somewhat to knock together. He was about five feet six inches in height and did not weigh over one hundred and twenty-five pounds.”

			It seemed inevitable that this frail, odd-looking lad would prove unable to stand the rigors of catching and would have to be used at a less taxing position, especially when spring practice began and he was paired with a pitcher who threw so hard that Stephen “seemed to bound back with every catch.” Instead the slightly built catcher compensated with a gritty determination. A classmate recalled with admiration that he “always ‘froze on to the ball,’ as baseballese hath it, even though it came with such force as to make his slight figure seem to rebound with the impact.” Typically Stephen declined to wear one of the new catcher’s mitts that were now being used by professionals. He wore only a simple padded glove on his left hand.

			His weak throwing arm raised another concern, as he initially had a difficult time making the all-important throw to second base. But Stephen adopted a novel technique to compensate for the deficiency: “He would not stand on his two feet and snap the ball down to the base. It was necessary for him to throw off his mask, cap and protector, give a hop and skip and throw with a complete body swing. The strain upon the ligaments of his shoulder would, at times, cause him to double up with pain.”

			His hard work and resourcefulness paid off when Stephen was named the starting catcher of the Syracuse University nine. As had been the case at previous schools, this honor brought out a new side of him and caused much of his reserve to disappear. As his pitcher, Mansfield French, later recalled: “He played ball with a fiendish glee. Usually of a quiet and taciturn mien, on the ball field he was constantly in motion, was free of speech, wantonly profane at times and indulged in biting sarcasms when a teammate made a poor play, but generous in praise of a good play.” French added that one of Stephen’s most notable idiosyncrasies was his “habit of striking his bare, clenched fist three or four times into the palm of his gloved hand to express his approval of a ‘strike’ when missed by the batter.” When a strikeout resulted, “an expression of diabolical glee would light up his face, and he always expressed to me his appreciation when our opponents were retired at the end of their inning.” The local press also took notice of the new catcher, commending the agility and headiness he showed behind the plate.

			His success on the baseball diamond eased his struggles to communicate, as he “loved to talk baseball and took great delight in telling of his experiences of the ballfield and of his acquaintance, at least by newspaper reputation, with the leading professional players of those days. When on trips to play with other college teams he proved to be sociable and companionable.” And his ability to “talk baseball” was accompanied by a new interest in other modes of communication. Stephen covered his disorderly room at the Delta Upsilon fraternity house with “baseball masks and bats, running trunks, chest-protectors and other athletic and literary sundries. 
. . . Certainly the occupant was nothing unless athletic and literary.”

			Stephen was becoming a voracious reader and was writing furiously. He began to haunt the city’s Central Railroad Station and the local police court, which he came to regard as the most interesting place in Syracuse. There he found subjects for whom he felt a deep affinity: they needed to be studied and written about in order to be understood. Sometimes the results were published by a newspaper, but that wasn’t his primary concern. It was the art of writing itself that consumed Stephen, and he churned out fresh material with a passion. According to some of his classmates, he wrote the first draft of a novel and left it lying around the fraternity house.

			Yet the classroom still did not hold a similar fascination. Stephen withdrew from Syracuse after a single semester, ending both his ballplaying and his education. As he later explained, “I did little work at school, but confined my abilities, such as they were, to the diamond. Not that I disliked books, but the cut-and-dried curriculum of the college did not appeal to me. Humanity was a more interesting study . . . so, you see, I had first of all to recover from college; I had to build up.” In order to “build up,” he turned to writing full time, working as a journalist by day and grinding out his first novel at night.

			Around this time Stephen was introduced to the noted writer Hamlin Garland, and the two men found they had a common interest. According to Garland, “We met occasionally thereafter to ‘pass ball,’ and to discuss the various theories which accounted for ‘inshoots’ and ‘outdrops,’ for he, like myself, was an ex-pitcher [sic] and gloried in being able to confound the laws of astronomy by making a sphere alter its course in mid-air.” Garland agreed to read the younger man’s novel and was so impressed by its grittily realistic portrayal of a prostitute’s life that he encouraged Stephen to have it published. While sales of the privately printed novel were minimal, Garland helped bring it to the attention of other prominent men of letters, and it received favorable notices.

			Before long the young author showed up in Garland’s office with another manuscript in hand—or, to be precise, with half a manuscript, since the other half was “in hock” to the typist for the unpaid balance of fifteen dollars. The older writer began to read the first half and quickly realized that it would be well worth fifteen dollars to retrieve the remainder. By the time he finished reading, Garland was convinced he had stumbled upon a masterpiece. Yet he was mystified as to how the author, who was still in his early twenties and lacked even a whiff of battlefield experience, had managed to write a stunningly realistic and unsentimental account of life during the Civil War. The young man’s cryptic response was that “all his knowledge of battle had been gained on the football field.”

			The novel was published in 1895 under the title The Red Badge of Courage and became an immediate success. Its twenty-three-year-old author, Stephen Crane, the young man whose life had revolved around becoming a catcher only a few years earlier, was thrust into the international limelight. In the five years between the publication of his classic novel and his premature death in 1900, Crane became as renowned for his raffish persona as for his writing, and all his doings were widely chronicled. Even his boyhood love of the national pastime was mentioned from time to time, prompting Crane to write to a friend in 1896: “I see that they are beginning to charge me with having played base ball. I am rather more proud of my base ball ability than of some other things.”

			In more than a century since Crane’s death, The Red Badge of Courage has become a classic, and its author’s writings and life have been examined from almost every conceivable angle. Yet little significance has been attached to his obsession with the catcher’s position. It is of course mentioned in biographical studies, but it is given little weight in those sources and rarely figures at all in works of literary criticism. Even Crane’s claim that he gained his knowledge of battle from the football field scarcely receives consideration.

			This is a mistake. Stephen Crane’s life and work both involved a theme that is universal in nature but that applied with particular force to the young men of his generation. For their fathers, the Civil War had been an event of supreme importance, not merely saving the Union and transforming the country but also testing and confirming their manhood. The sons of these men grew up hearing tales of the war and facing the reality that they had no similar benchmark in measuring their own courage. This was especially true of boys like Stephen Crane who spent many of their formative years in cities, far from the traditional rite-of-passage rituals afforded by the wilderness. Crane himself told a fellow writer that The Red Badge of Courage had been easy for him to write because he had been “unconsciously working the detail of the story out through most of his boyhood.” That boyhood in turn had been shaped and defined by a dream of glory as a baseball catcher.

			In some obvious ways, Stephen Crane’s life was not typical. The image of a dead father who had written disapprovingly of the very things that fascinated his son undoubtedly set Stephen apart from his peers. And of course the ability to capture the essence of the Civil War experience in a novel was the result of a unique genius.

			Yet in more important ways, Crane’s obsession with being a baseball catcher was representative. Mastery of the intricacies of the position was seen by American boys who came of age in the 1870s and 1880s as the ultimate embodiment of courage, leadership, resolve, and daring—in short, it was their initiation into manhood. It was the closest they could come to the rigorous testing their fathers had experienced during the Civil War. Crane pursued it with a passion he never showed for other activities, only to abandon it abruptly in 1891. As we shall see, the timing was no coincidence, for 1891 marked a watershed year in the transformation of the catcher from a hero into a very different type of figure.

			Crane’s masterpiece also shows unmistakable indications of being informed by his time on the baseball field. The novel’s central figure, the youthful Henry Fleming, has been raised by his widowed mother and has “dreamed of battles all his life.” The distance between the battlefield and his experience only enhances the allure: “he had regarded battles as crimson blotches on the pages of the past. He had put them as things of the bygone with his thought-images of heavy crowns and high castles. There was a portion of the world’s history which he had regarded as the time of wars, but it, he thought, had been long gone over the horizon and had disappeared forever.” At the outbreak of the war, his mother “gives him hundreds of reasons why he was more valuable on the farm than on the field of battle.” Yet the youthful protagonist cannot resist the tug of this opportunity to use the battlefield to prove his courage and be initiated into manhood. Instead when he first encounters battle, he flees, forcing a reexamination of the meaning of courage.

			My intent is not to offer a close reading of Stephen Crane’s work but rather to explore why the catcher’s position captivated him and so many boys of his generation, and to suggest that this experience was a key reason why he so perfectly captured the essence of battlefield life in The Red Badge of Courage. In particular, the catcher acquired a special mystique for the men who came of age in the years immediately following the Civil War. Like Henry Fleming, the members of this generation came to think of battles as “things of the bygone” and to wonder if they would ever have the chance to earn their own badges of courage. Many of them joined Crane in seeing the catcher’s position as the means of doing so.

			While the life of Stephen Crane presents an especially dramatic illustration of this fixation with catching, he shared that ambition with countless other lads of his era. Some of them, like Crane, were men with special talents in other fields. A boy named Byron, for example, was born in 1863 and grew up in Cincinnati. Like Crane’s, his devoutly religious parents wanted him to become a minister and disapproved of the game of baseball. Nonetheless Byron developed a passion for the game. Whenever possible he would sneak away “to see a game at the old Cincinnati grounds, and then walk three miles to his home with the secret stowed away in his breast.”

			In particular it was the position of catcher that fired his imagination, and Byron played that position for his high school and college teams. He would later remember being paired with a hard-throwing African-
American pitcher named Davis, who “surely had a wicked inshoot and after the game I soaked my catching hand in hot salt water for hours.” In one game Byron split his hand but insisted on staying in the game, a decision that left him with a permanent scar. The cumulative damage was still worse—he would recall that “By the finish of the season I was always black and blue from head to foot, and oftentimes unable to wear a hat by reason of the bumps and lumps.”

			Yet the hardships of the position only made him all the more proud that he did not rely upon protective equipment. “The only thing I wore to protect myself,” he would later boast, “was a chunk of crude rubber gripped firmly between the teeth.” He did allow himself a pair of fingerless gloves and added as much padding as he could, but these did little to protect his hands. And he remained unwilling to consider other forms of protection, explaining, “I viewed the mask with dark suspicion, feeling that it would make me appear less than game.”

			Just like Crane, this youngster dismayed his parents by showing a keen intelligence but little inclination to apply himself to schoolwork. Instead Byron’s constrained energy seemed to emerge only when he was stationed behind the plate, where he energetically offered advice to his teammates and appeared to be transformed into an entirely different person.

			Like Crane, Byron looked awkward and out of place behind the plate until tested, at which point he revealed a reserve of inner strength. One classmate recalled that he first saw Byron while watching a “scrub” game: “The first person who caught my eye was a big, husky kid with a shock of tan hair, squatted close up behind the player at bat. He wore a dirty white uniform and a pair of baby blue and white striped stockings. The way he was handling the pitcher’s speed made the spectators open their eyes, and he was whizzing the ball around the bases at a rate calculated to keep the flies off the base runner.” The dirty uniform became one of his signatures, in large part because, as Byron later confessed, he was afraid to take his uniform home for washing and let his mother know he was playing baseball.

			In yet another parallel to the life of Stephen Crane, after an unpromising college career the aspiring catcher from Cincinnati became a successful journalist, finding the rigors of writing daily dispatches far more congenial than the abstract setting of the classroom. Eventually, however, Byron Bancroft “Ban” Johnson got back into baseball as president of a minor league named the Western League, which he then renamed the American League and reinvented as a major league. Johnson served as president of the “junior circuit” for nearly three decades and is now enshrined in the National Baseball Hall of Fame.

			Another youngster known as Wallie became obsessed with catching while growing up in Ionia, Michigan. Like Stephen Crane, he lost his father at a young age and his widowed mother sent him to college to study for the priesthood. Instead his love for baseball remained while he graduated with a literary degree. A major league tryout ensued, but a single disastrous National League appearance prompted Wallie to study for the law. Yet even after beginning a legal practice in Mt. Pleasant, Michigan, the lure of catching remained so powerful that he leaped at the chance to return to catching in the minor leagues.

			His partner was less pleased, however, and when Wallie returned to Mt. Pleasant that winter the two squared off as candidates for prosecuting attorney of the county. It was a heated campaign, with the former partner doing his best to imply that Wallie might leave the county without a prosecuting attorney if baseball were to beckon. Voters rejected that argument, however, and Wallie served the county with distinction. He then returned to baseball and, like Ban Johnson, served as president of a minor league. But at thirty-two, mental illness cut short Walter Walker’s promising career and prevented him from enjoying the fame that Crane and Johnson experienced.

			We know about these three men and their dreams of becoming catchers because of their outsized talents in other realms. Yet there was nothing unusual about their obsession. Countless of their forgotten peers who came of age in the years immediately following the Civil War also saw the man behind the plate as an iconic hero who embodied unbounded courage, extraordinary skill, and unmatched value. In turn, their generation’s fascination would prove crucial because it led to a reexamination of the whole idea of heroism and helped pave the way for the athlete to become a widely accepted role model for America’s youth.

			Stephen Crane, Byron Johnson, and Wallie Walker shared far more in common than just their boyhood dreams of catching. Each was raised by deeply religious parents who did their best to encourage their sons to become clergymen. When those hopes had to be abandoned, each of the three turned to a profession that required mastery of the written word. Each of them possessed the talent, initiative, and determination to succeed at their chosen profession, and indeed at anything they chose. All three also achieved diverse and impressive accomplishments—Walker as a prosecuting attorney, Johnson as founder of the American League, and Crane as one of the greatest of American writers.

			Yet at the same time each would struggle to achieve conventional measures of success. Crane, even after achieving worldwide fame, remained perpetually in debt and was dead before his thirtieth birthday. Walker was confined to an asylum at the age of thirty-two and spent the rest of his life there. Even Johnson’s long tenure as American League president was a stormy one, culminating when he lost a power struggle and was forced to relinquish control of the league he had founded.

			It was not just that all three showed a propensity to get sidetracked, but that they seemed to make conscious decisions to follow different paths. Each man, as we have seen, had no sooner proven himself in one field than he restlessly moved on to another—often one that offered less security and reduced financial rewards and that was generally viewed as less prestigious. In short, these boys who had dreamed of achieving success as catchers grew into men who showed little inclination for gauging themselves in traditional ways. The paths that they did choose tell us as much about the changing nature of the dreams of their generation as it does about the men themselves.

			By the time Stephen Crane, Ban Johnson, and Wallie Walker began dreaming of becoming catchers, the American Dream was a long-established part of their culture. For their fathers, grandfathers, and great-grandfathers, it had represented an implicit promise: if you work hard and plan wisely, prosperity and success will follow. The model of these earlier generations had been Ben Franklin, whose Poor Richard’s Almanac preached the homely virtues of early rising and honest toil, and whose Autobiography offered the prospect of a rags-to-riches ascent. The underlying message of these works was that a virtuous life would be rewarded with financial success.

			Yet during the second half of the nineteenth century, faith in this message dwindled. As industrial capitalism took hold and brought with it torrents of change, there were more rags-to-riches stories than ever. At the same time, however, it became much more difficult to see a correspondence between wealth and virtues like hard work. Instead, wealth seemed increasingly to be the result of complex backroom financial transactions made by “robber barons” who held monopolistic control over entire industries. The intricacies of these dealings were incomprehensible to most Americans, but they understood the consequences.

			An entire generation of young men grew up with the frustrated feeling that the rules for achieving success had changed in ways that didn’t make sense to them. The depths of the problem are shown with special clarity in the lives of capable, energetic, and charismatic men like Crane, Johnson, and Walker, since these were the very young men whose gifts made it possible for them to succeed in this new environment. Instead they showed more interest in striving to achieve heroism by becoming catchers than in pursuing any recognizable form of the American Dream.

			What had gone wrong?

			*

			To answer this question it is necessary to understand why the American hero has always been defined in terms of the wilderness. The roots of that relationship go back to America’s earliest European settlers, who were predominantly refugees from religious oppression in Great Britain. They initially clustered in a few coastal colonies and sustained themselves by a shared faith in God and the security of their communities. When they did venture beyond the safety of their borders, they found the wilderness filled with danger from wild animals, an imposing landscape, a forbidding climate, and, most unsettling of all, Native Americans with very different ways of life.

			At first many of the new settlers viewed the people they called Indians as childlike innocents who needed only to be converted to Christianity, but this changed after a disastrous war with the natives. Polar opposites increasingly dominated the Puritans’ worldview, as they came to define every aspect of their environment as belonging to either civilization or savagery. “Beyond the rim of settlement,” explains the historian Richard Slotkin, “the Englishman was the victim of forces beyond his understanding; within the fold, he could be a hero, conquering the forces of sin within the body politic or in his own mind.”

			Since the Puritans saw themselves as members of a closed circle of believers, they viewed any interaction with the wilderness and its inhabitants as a sinful act of giving in to temptation. They worried that subsequent generations would yield to temptation and adopt the Native Americans’ practice of living for the day. So the Puritans emphasized the virtues of permanence, stability, and contentment with one’s lot. Community leaders like Increase Mather denounced men who “coveted after the earth” and fell away from the faith, “all for land and elbow-room.”

			These warnings against active forms of heroism and against the pursuit of “elbow room” continued to carry considerable weight in the ensuing centuries, which helps us understand why Jonathan Crane was opposed to seemingly innocuous pleasure-seeking activities and would have been distressed that his son “took life just as it came.” But with each new generation the precepts of the Puritans carried less force as venturing into new territory became a practical necessity in order to sustain a growing community.

			It therefore became essential to reexamine the Puritans’ reservations about the wilderness and individual heroism. For some, the perfect solution was to cast the farmer in the role of hero. The farmer, after all, was a man who ventured far enough into the wilderness to extend the community, but then concentrated his efforts on bringing order to chaos. The advantages of such a compromise were spelled out in J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer, in which the farm was idyllically depicted as a “utopian district, freed at once of the Indian menace and the corruptions of the city.” Another prominent advocate of such a compromise was Ben Franklin, who suggested that it might “be the design of Providence to extirpate these Savages [the Native Americans] in order to make room for cultivators of the earth.” As Slotkin observes, “The conquest of the New World, in Franklin’s imagery, is a natural or an economic process, not the result of a willful march into the wilderness. . . . Thus the farmer, like the Puritan captive, is a mediating figure between the American wilderness and the civilized world.” Underlying Franklin’s formulation is the assumption that financial success serves as proof of inner worth—the skilled cultivator of the land will reap the rewards in the form of a bumper crop and a fat bankroll.

			Yet ultimately all such efforts at compromise were doomed to fail. It was simply too difficult to reconcile the Puritans’ worldview, in which God disapproved of man’s efforts at heroism, with the new one that began to emerge. Crevecoeur’s isolated farm was eventually encroached upon by society and its discontents, and he was forced to turn to the frontier in hopes of finding “a state approaching nearer to that of nature, unencumbered either with voluminous laws, or contradictory codes, often galling the very necks of those whom they protect.”

			With middle ground untenable, it became inevitable that the American hero would instead take a more threatening form, and by the end of the eighteenth century this figure had taken shape. There was of course no single model of heroism, and all versions of the model included borrowings from the Puritans, especially the notion that heroism should be accepted only reluctantly, never pursued. For many, the quintessential American hero was the distinctly unthreatening figure of George Washington, the gentleman farmer who becomes a soldier and statesman only when the need arises. But despite such inconsistencies, there was enough of a consensus to coalesce into a composite image that began to emerge.

			This hero could go forth and do—well, again there wasn’t always unanimity about specifically what he could do, but it was understood that he could do whatever needed doing. And despite disagreements over particulars, this hero was a sufficiently coherent model to inspire the generations of Americans who by the mid-eighteenth century had cleared the wildernesses and extended the once-clustered settlements from coast to coast.

			More than any other man, Daniel Boone came to exemplify this new heroic ideal. Boone was a complex man, and portrayals of him differed widely depending on the region and the narrator. His love of the wilderness was proverbial, but in some accounts he is rendered as a natural philosopher in buckskin while in other versions he was just a man who craved adventure. Other accounts abounded in exaggeration and sheer fiction. Despite such complications, there is no dispute about the key traits that made Boone a hero to many yet a suspect figure to those who subscribed to the beliefs of the Puritans.

			Boone possessed many attributes that the Puritans admired, including a love of his family, a strong work ethic, and a sense of purpose. Nevertheless his hardiness and self-reliance were at odds with the Puritans’ beliefs because he seemed to trespass on the dividing line they had drawn between God’s laws and man’s duty. In particular, Boone represented a challenge to the Puritans’ conviction that the Bible was the word of God and that it was man’s duty to obey its laws. For a hunter and warrior like Boone, actions mattered more than words, so instead of relying on book learning, Boone was celebrated for his unerring ability to glean “a code of natural laws from the wilderness.”

			Boone’s actions were just as subversive as his beliefs. In stark contrast with the Puritans’ dread of the evils that lurked in the wilderness, he unapologetically relished the adventures that lay hidden there. He spent his early years on a farm, where—in a stinging rebuke to the Crevecoeurs and the Franklins—he was so bored that he constantly prayed for rain so that he could go hunting.

			When he finally moved to the wilderness to stay, Boone discovered that special place where he belonged, and he became the preeminent hunter. This sense that he had found a long lost home was nicely conveyed by one of the many marvelous sayings attributed to him: “I can’t say as ever I was lost, but I was bewildered once for three days.” Portrayals of Boone emphasized that he had done what so many disillusioned city dwellers dreamed of doing by turning his back on success in the city to embrace a harder but more rewarding life in the wild. As one reporter put it, Boone “might have accumulated riches as readily as any man in Kentucky, but he prefers the woods, where you see him in the dress of the roughest, poorest hunter.” Such depictions had understandable appeal to the growing number of American men who longed to escape from mundane jobs in the country’s impersonal and increasingly crowded cities, and who wanted to believe that financial success was still the reward for a job well done.

			This image of Boone was sustained by one of the best-known of the numerous legends that surrounded him—the exaggerated notion that Boone was constantly relocating to keep his distance from human settlements. “As civilization advanced,” claimed a typical account, “so he, from time to time, retreated.”

			In a famous story, Boone is hunting in the woods and suddenly senses a nearby creature. Just when he is about to shoot, his keen understanding of his surroundings alerts him that something is wrong, and he lowers the rifle. The creature flees, and it turns out to be not an animal but a young woman. After Boone follows her back to her home, she ultimately becomes his wife.

			Although almost certainly apocryphal, the tale exemplifies why Boone came to be viewed as a new model of American heroism. His ability to go out and get sustenance for himself meant that he did not depend upon the community to supply him with the necessities of life. Nor did he rely on the community for an education, since the lessons taught by his own senses were more valuable than book learning. He also displayed a perfect harmony with his surroundings that enabled him to make decisions instantaneously and flawlessly. And of course, in the end, he got the girl!

			While it is easy to see why boys were thrilled and inspired by Boone, he was far more difficult to reconcile with the teachings passed down from the Puritans. At first Boone was looked upon as a forerunner for the expansion of their culture—a man who would tame the wilderness so as to make it habitable for new settlers. But it gradually became clear that Boone’s philosophy was closer to that of the Native Americans, especially their reverence for the hunter as a man who had attained oneness with nature.

			This unsettling kinship with Native Americans meant that the Boone hero was, if you will, not the boy the typical middle-class girl could bring home to meet her parents. American ideals of womanhood had not kept pace with the new ideal for men, so finding an appropriate wife for such a figure proved a large problem. And that in turn raised concerns about the whole model of heroism.

			An even more pressing issue was the torrent of change that was transforming and encroaching upon the frontier. As Americans rushed westward, waves of new settlers adopted the glamorous parts of the Boone persona but paid less attention to its more substantive qualities. The result was that, just as the Puritans had predicted, the quest for “land and 
elbow-room” descended into unprincipled speculation. Even on the frontier, paper transactions began to replace brave deeds as the basis of success. Daniel Boone was forced to become a land speculator, and he proved a failure in this very different world. Instead of representing a vista of new opportunity, the frontier was descending into a morass of greed, lawlessness, and vice.

			In particular, the hero’s use of violence became a crucial issue. As Martin Green notes in a cultural history, “Defining courage exclusively as a virtue . . . makes it something that shows itself negatively, a way of responding to other people’s initiatives. We are shown our hero not being afraid, not backing down from a threat, not crying out under torture—always reacting to an enemy’s initiative. Such a figure is a paradox—the nonviolent person who is better at violence than his enemies.” Boone had at first been able to surmount this dilemma for two key reasons.

			First, as illustrated by the story about his future wife, he possessed the discernment and good sense to make such decisions about the use of violence flawlessly. Second, the frontiersman’s isolation meant that there was no one to take issue with his choices. But as soon as they were brought into question, as inevitably happened in a larger settlement, there was nothing to prevent a cycle of retaliation that made the whole basis of heroism seem suspect. Boone’s instinctive ability to know when violence was necessary gave way to frontier justice—vigilante justice and lynch law—which set off waves of retribution. 

			Problems such as these became even more evident in America’s cities, which were already bursting at the seams and now had to accommodate a steady stream of disenchanted frontiersmen who were returning from the West and bringing its new code of behavior with them. Whether partial to the traits embodied by Daniel Boone or suspicious of them, everyone agreed that they were out of place in the industrial city. Conflicts naturally arose, and these conflicts made it clear that all the traits that made a man like Boone a hero in the wilderness were rendered useless—or worse than useless—in the city. In the wilderness the ability to excel at violence without ever initiating it had been a crucial talent, but in the city it no longer applied. Boone’s penchant for seeking out danger now seemed like recklessness while his selflessness could appear to be self-aggrandizement. So Americans began to wonder if the Boone type of hero was still relevant in the industrial city. Or was he just a transitional figure who had now outlived his usefulness?

			Since Boone was lost without his wilderness, the first effort to update his model of heroism was to replace hunting with one of the new occupations spawned by western expansion. Many of the traits that distinguished Boone began to reemerge in mountain men, fur trappers, cowboys, and other distinctively Western occupations. Each of these groups of men enjoyed a brief vogue as American icons, and their influence endures to this day. Yet even more so than had been the case with Boone, they represented a model of heroism that could not be translated into different surroundings.

			This is best illustrated by the character of the cowboy. Although the idyllic portrayal of the cowboy in the popular press ignored many of the realities of his life, there was still much about the cowboy that suited him to carry on Daniel Boone’s legacy. The cowboy was a man who lived his life by a rigorous but unwritten code of behavior, who had to acquire a set of difficult skills and then demonstrate his mastery of those skills in tangible ways, who spent his life in the open, free of artifice, who possessed a “horse sense” that corresponded to Boone’s self-taught astuteness, who had the ability to adapt himself to his oft-changing surroundings, and who had forged a special partnership with his horse.

			It was this last relationship that best defined the cowboy, and there was no sentimentality involved. The cowboy needed first of all to break the horse, an ordeal that involved roping and throwing the creature, putting a hackamore or halter on its head, and tying it up. The horse naturally fought against the restraint for a prolonged period of time, sometimes as long as two days, but when it was over, “the harder [the horse had] fought the more complete was his final submission.” The horse thereafter accepted “the idea of human supremacy”—or more properly the supremacy of the skilled cowboy, for he might try to pitch his rider if he sensed “incompetent horsemanship upon his back.” The cowboy ensured the horse’s continued submission by keeping lariats and ropes close at hand so that “the recollection of the lariat’s spilling ability” and “fear of leather” would remain fresh in the creature’s mind.

			Now that they were a team, the cowboy and his horse could work in perfect harmony to achieve such complex tasks as roping cattle, hunting bears, and fighting battles. When separated from his horse, the cowboy appeared nonchalant and even lazy, treating his horse with neglectful disdain. This appearance was yet another way of demonstrating that it was only on horseback that the cowboy was truly at home. Part of the lore of the cowboy was that he never walked if he could ride, and he regarded tasks that could not be performed on horseback as too menial for him.

			Once mounted, however, he was transformed into the picture of industry, willing to take on the most dangerous and difficult assignments without hesitation. As one observer marveled, “On horseback, the cowboy is a picturesque figure; afoot he is a waddling swan.” Just as the wilderness had brought out Boone’s special talents, so too the horse’s back was where the cowboy belonged. “A cowboy,” according to one famous definition, “is a man with guts and a horse.” This is the stuff of myth. As we shall see, many of these attributes were passed on to the catcher.

			The irony, however, is that the cowboy became an American folk hero only when his way of life was coming to an end. As the historian David Dary explains, “the occupation of the cowboy in this hemisphere was already more than three centuries old when eastern writers discovered the man on horseback during the years following the Civil War.” Yet it was at this precise moment that it became clear that the cowboy’s traditional way of living was doomed by westward expansion. As a result, many Eastern boys read tales about cowboys and traveled west to live that dream, only to quickly grow disillusioned and return home.

			These exaggerated and fictional renderings of the cowboy and his fellow Western heroes created many related problems. The daily activities of these men lacked dramatic tension or a tidy moral lesson, so it became necessary to send them on a long series of improbable adventures. When the subject was a real person, the depiction of his behavior became even trickier since the actions of men who lived in a violent and lawless country rarely conformed to the expectations that they used violence only in retaliation or refrained from using profanity.

			Before long, dime novelists took over and
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