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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  KEVIN S. BLAKE, WHEN WRITING ABOUT AUTHOR ZANE GREY, SAID: “When dime novels acquired a trashy reputation toward the end of the nineteenth century, eastern publishers searched for a writer who could address the colorful characters of the West more seriously.” The search culminated in 1902 with Owen Wister, “a Pennsylvanian who sat in South Carolina to write a book about a Virginian living in Wyoming.” His popular novel, The Virginian, praised the action and romance of the frontier that, according to this tale and to Frederick Jackson Turner’s 1893 frontier thesis, had just disappeared. “Wister’s innovative combination of cowboys versus rustlers,” wrote Blake, “the transforming power of good woman’s love, and the main-street shootout changed the course of stories about the West, but the main significance of ‘The Virginian’ was that it paved the way for Zane Grey.”1


  Who, then, paved the way for Owen Wister and Zane Grey?


  Without a doubt, it was Edward Zane Carroll Judson. His fiction, says historian and writer Clay Reynolds, “is utterly horrid,” but it is typical of the period: “corny, over-written, tritely plotted, naive, ill-informed and highly romantic.” Nonetheless, Judson constitutes an important literary bridge between the early frontier novels of Cooper and the “first western” of Owen Wister, with only a few writers—Mark Twain, Bret Harte, Artemis Ward, et al.—in between. There were others, not the least of whom was Prentiss Ingraham, who were no less prolific and no less popular. But even Ingraham called Judson “The King of the Dime Novel,” probably with some grudging envy. We owe him a huge debt for establishing so many of the archetypes, plot lines, and even western clichés (“Head ’Em Off at the Pass . . .” among many others) that generations grew up believing came from the authentic West, but which actually found their genesis in Judson’s imagination.2


  Of course, acknowledging Judson’s contributions to the myth of the American West is not giving him full credit. While he is best known for his creation of the celebrity “Buffalo Bill” and, to a lesser extent, “Wild Bill Hickok” and “Texas Jack” and any number of other heroes and heroines, Judson was more famous during his lifetime for his seafaring adventures and his urban crime fiction—in which Anglos won battles with exotic peoples who threatened white America and in which Protestant values won battles against amoral life in the big city. In some ways, Judson can be given credit for bridging the work of Washington Irving with that of Edgar Rice Burroughs, or even for inspiring the work of Upton Sinclair.


  From his youthful exploits as a stowaway and sailor to his brief career as a midshipman, a kind of mountebank and raconteur on riverboats, to a supporter of Cuban revolution, champion of the Seminoles, to duelist and accused and lynched murderer to broadside pundit to instigator of major city riots, to temperance leader to drunk, loyal family man and bigot, braggart, master of disguise, soldier, nativist, political pundit, patriot, adventurer, impresario, actor, outdoorsman, politician, journalist, philanthropist, and tireless author, he was like a dozen or more individuals all rolled into one.3 Nonetheless, Judson will always be best known for creating Buffalo Bill, who, by the turn of the twentieth century, was arguably the most famous American in the world.


  * * *


  It would be impossible to write a book about Edward Zane Carroll Judson, aka “Ned Buntline,” without mentioning the “Buntline Special.” This term refers to five 10-inch-barrel Colt Single Action Army revolvers that Judson supposedly presented to ex–buffalo hunters Wyatt Earp, Bat Masterson, Bill Tilghman, Neil Brown, and Charlie Bassett. Stuart N. Lake first described these guns in his 1931 biography of Earp, entitled Wyatt Earp: Frontier Marshal.


  According to Lake, Judson offered these metallic tokens to the Dodge City lawmen to thank them for supplying him with “material for hundreds of frontier yarns.” After its publication, various Colt revolvers with long (10-inch or 16-inch) barrels were called Colt Buntlines or Buntline Specials. Colt manufactured the pistol among its second-generation revolvers produced after 1956.


  The notion that Judson commissioned the guns for the peacekeepers has been widely debunked. My research leads me to reject the idea too, for the same reasons outlined by William B. Shillingberg, author of Wyatt Earp & the “Buntline Special” Myth (Tucson, AZ: Blaine Publishing Co., 1976). Shillingberg’s main contentions are that 1876 was too soon for any of these men to be considered as having any official peacekeeping position, and that Judson’s “Western” output was then limited only to his Buffalo Bill dime novel and newspaper series, and the play he wrote and starred in with Cody—Scouts of the Prairie—and a few related pieces using ancillary characters. While Judson’s creation of Buffalo Bill would become one of the biggest cultural success stories in American history, the author simply did not have an interest in limiting himself to an evolving genre—though he certainly helped create it. Moreover, purported stories that Judson supposedly wrote about Earp have yet to be discovered—he certainly did not publicize any. And though some historians have posited that Judson gave these gentlemen such gifts as a bribe to replace Cody, “Texas Jack” Omohundro, and Wild Bill Hickok in his stage play, I could find no evidence that he was interested in reviving his traveling Western show in 1876.


  I could not find any evidence that Judson ever left the eastern seaboard in 1876. For that matter, he never went west of Cincinnati after 1869, when he returned to his home state of New York after his temperance tour in California—including that fateful stopover in North Platte, Nebraska, where he met Cody for the first time. Anna Fuller Judson, the writer’s wife from 1873 until his death in 1886, wrote of accompanying her husband on his travels with Cody—surely she would also have mentioned his travels to Kansas City to see such illustrious men. She did not. Most importantly, though, is the fact that Judson’s personality dictates that he would have made sure that every paper in the United States carried news of such an expensive and magnanimous act as having guns made for these gentlemen and hand-delivering them to Dodge City. He did not.


  Still, myths become myths because they have some kernel (maybe many kernels) of intrigue. Though Lake’s biography is accepted as highly fictional, he deserves some credit for creating a scenario with which Judson himself would be delighted. I suggest the following reading for more about the Buntline Special:


  William B. Shillingberg, “Wyatt Earp and the Buntline Special Myth,” The Kansas Historical Society Vol. 42, No. 2 (Summer 1976), 113–154.


  Lee A. Silva, Wyatt Earp: A Biography of the Legend, Vol. II, Part I: Tombstone Before the Earps (Santa Ana, CA: Graphic Publishers, 2010).


  Jon Guttman, “Did Wyatt Earp Carry a Buntline Special?” Ask Mr. History column, HistoryNet: www.historynet.com/did-wyatt-earp-carry-a-buntline-special.htm.



  For thorough bibliographies of Edward Zane Carroll Judson’s works, please see the appendixes provided by Jay Monaghan and R. Clay Reynolds. (I say “thorough” as opposed to “complete” because Judson was so prolific and wrote under many noms de plume—it would surprise no one if new stories were discovered.) They can be found in their books:



  Jay Monaghan, The Great Rascal: The Life and Adventures of Ned Buntline paperback reprint (San Bernardino, CA: Ulan Press, 2012).


  R. Clay Reynolds, The Hero of a Hundred Fights: Collected Stories from the Dime Novel King, From Buffalo Bill to Wild Bill Hickok (New York: Union Square Press, 2011).

  




  CHAPTER ONE


  Death of a Legend Maker


  It is evident from the numerous widows that have appeared that E. Z. C. Judson was a Buntline which had frequently been spliced.


  —LONDON AMERICAN REGISTER, AUGUST 21, 1886



  EDWARD ZANE CARROLL JUDSON DIED OF HEART FAILURE AT 4:20 IN the afternoon on July 16, 1886. According to the New York Times, more than eight hundred people attended the funeral, held two days later. It was, said the paper, the largest funeral ever held in Stamford, New York. Special trains were run on the Ulster and Delaware Railroad, bringing friends and spectators from New York City, Westchester, counties of the Catskills region, and even Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. One of Judson’s Hambletonian horses was ushered behind his casket, wearing an empty saddle and boots reversed in the stirrups. Nearly two hundred members of local Grand Army of the Republic posts marched in line to the cemetery and said their goodbyes to the writer known as “Ned Buntline.”


  Judson was buried in a family plot under the shadow of Mount Utsayantha near his home in the Catskills. After the service, family, friends, and neighbors trudged up to Judson’s beloved estate, Eagle’s Nest, where he had taken his last breaths. Mourners walked up gravelly pathways until the sprawling lawn of the estate suddenly appeared, the twenty-room Second Empire–style mansion with mansard roof made from eleven tons of Vermont slate looming ahead. In front of the stately home, a huge American flag flapped in the breeze, and to the side was a carriage house for Judson’s six fine horses and as many carriages. Undulating around this grandeur was a 120-acre farm.


  In all likelihood, Judson was buried in one of the dark suits he was fond of wearing in his later years, with about twenty or so gold medals and badges of secret societies pinned to its lapel. The novelist’s headstone was just a few feet away from that of his little daughter Irene, whose image had been crafted from Italian marble. “He was a model of muscular vigor up until the day of his death,” Judson’s syndicated obituary said. He had, it claimed, probably more wounds in his body than any other living being at that time, with a bullet forever lodged in his right knee and twelve other wounds inflicted by sword, shell, or gun.1


  Almost as soon as Judson was in the ground, tongues began to wag about how much money he had made in his lifetime, how much his estate was worth. Depending on who was guessing, his salary had been anywhere from twelve thousand to sixty thousand dollars a year, but most people concurred he had earned an average of twenty thousand per year for at least half his life (equivalent to about five hundred thousand dollars today—more in purchasing power). Eagle’s Nest was rumored to have cost twenty thousand dollars to build—and that had been fifteen years earlier.2


  Just one day after Judson’s death, letters started to arrive at the Delaware County Surrogate’s Court. The first, dated July 17, came from an attorney in Westchester:


  I find by the New York World of this date that Edward Z. C. Judson of Stamford in your county died suddenly. At the request of Mrs. Kate M. Judson who claims to be his widow and the mother of four children by the said Judson whose names are as follows:


  Mary Carrollita Judson, age 24 years


  Irene Elizabeth Judson, age 22 years


  Alexander M. Judson, age 20 years


  Edwardina Judson, age 18 years


  The said Edward Z. C. Judson abandoned his family here in April 1869 and went to California and has ever since 1872 neglected to provide for his family here except once in a while he would send them a little money. Mrs. Judson wishes me to write you and say that if any will made by the said Judson is offered to probate or if any person applies to your Court for Letters of Administration, of the Estate of said Judson, that she and her children may be before you, and make said motions or file such objections as they may be advised.3



  Next, on July 21, was one from a Sydney Algernon Bennett of New York City:


  Dear Sir,


  Will you kindly have me advised if any will is offered in letters of administration sought on estate of E. Z. C. Judson, deceased. I believe that my mother to whom he was married in ’47 is lawfully entitled to dower in any real estate and would therefore like to appear in case probate is sought.4



  One woman even came to Stamford in person to inquire about the writer’s estate. On or about July 25, 1886, fifty-five-year-old Lovanche Kelsey Swart Judson arrived there from the hamlet of Acra, in nearby Greene County. The trip was forty miles by carriage and likely financed by friends, since she was very poor. It is likely friends paid for the attorney she hired too. This lawyer met with Lovanche and agreed to investigate her claim on the writer’s estate, spurring local reporters and even a New York Times correspondent to take notice: “Ned Buntline’s Estate: Two Widows in the Field for the Property” was one of its front page headlines on July 30. The “two widows” referred to Lovanche and the woman married to Edward when he died, Anna Fuller Judson.


  It was natural for those who had known him—and those who had known of him, and millions did—to wonder how Edward Z. C. Judson had managed his affairs in life and in death. Between 1838 and 1886 he’d produced a seemingly endless number of books: Mysteries and Miseries of New York; Sea Waif, or, the Terror of the Coast; Merciless Ben, the Hair-Lifter; Quaker Saul, the Idiot Spy; Old Sib Cone: The Mountain Trapper, and on and on. Though he had owned (and lost) several literary magazines and wrote for newspapers, Judson’s Western thrillers written for publishers Beadle & Adams proved to be extremely lucrative. As one historian said of the company’s paperbacks, “They were more truly a gold mine than most of the mineral discoveries in the West,” and Judson—writing, of course, as Ned Buntline—was quick to exploit this reputation.5 Somewhere along the way, he earned the title “King of the Dime Novel.”


  Hyperbole aside, most scholars agree that Buntline was at least one of the top three or four most popular American writers of fiction of his time. While his works did not display the literary artistry of Mark Twain or Nathaniel Hawthorne, they certainly rivaled or even beat Twain or Hawthorne in terms of contemporary readership.6 His fame was most certainly equal to that of Bret Harte or humorist Artemus Ward. “He was,” said historian Clay Reynolds, “pretty much a ‘household name’ during his own lifetime, widely read and phenomenally popular.”7 Judson himself acknowledged that although he had set out to write highbrow works in his early years, he quickly came to another conclusion: “In my case, I found that to make a living I must write ‘trash’ for the masses, for he who endeavors to write for the critical few, and do his genius justice, will go hungry if he has no other means of support.”8


  Judson brought the American frontier into focus for the first time for many people with his tales of untamed lands west of the Mississippi and south to the Mexico border. He fed a growing reading public’s love of the sensational by drawing on his past military service at sea, in the Seminole Indian War, and in the Civil War, and on various adventures in between. His themes were fairly simple. Guns spit fire and Indians drop. Wild rides through storms and danger brought rescue in the nick of time. His heroes were brave, keen, strong, and able to overcome insurmountable odds. His villains were entirely despicable, his heroines brave, beautiful, and entirely feminine.9


  Judson’s most famous creation was the folk hero Buffalo Bill. In late summer 1869, the writer met then-unknown scout William F. Cody in Nebraska on his way home from a temperance tour in California. He was looking for the officer who had defeated Cheyenne chief Tall Bull in the Battle of Summit Springs—an officer who was now recuperating at Fort McPherson. But the colonel did not wish to speak to any writers; undaunted, Judson went looking for someone else to take on the role of hero. He found him in a handsome twenty-three-year-old army scout named William Frederick Cody, whose life Judson portrayed in a series of “true” stories, starting with Buffalo Bill: King of the Border Men. “So cleverly did Buntline interweave fact with fiction,” said one historian, “that even commanding generals testified to the truth of his accounts.”10


  According to legend, Buffalo Bill was a “straight-shooting, hard-riding, milk-drinking hero” who was the epitome of all virtue.11 Cody himself admitted that he was intoxicated when he joined the army and that he had spurious claims to success at the battle of Summit Springs, where he took one of the shots that killed Tall Bull. But the American public was not interested in the truth, whatever it was. The masses had a new hero to love, and Ned Buntline was ready to capitalize even further. Seizing on inspiration, he wrote a play entitled Scouts of the Prairie as a starring vehicle for Cody. The play was savaged by critics (one Chicago reviewer called it “intolerable stench”), but for two years every performance in the Midwest and up and down the eastern seaboard sold out, with thousands attending each one. The publicity and authenticity that Judson created for Cody launched the scout’s career in entertainment, and the stories and plays he wrote for Cody served as a template for Cody’s later Wild West shows.


  The men and women who inquired after Judson’s estate that summer of 1886 had every reason to believe that he had reaped the financial rewards of an illustrious and prolific career. They also had reason to believe he might be benefitting from pension money—money earned from new legislation that allowed Civil War veterans to apply for a lump sum to help cover the loss of income by the inability to work because of illness or injury incurred during the conflict. “The hero of three wars and literally riddled with bullets,” the Pittsburgh Post said of Judson in 1884, “he routinely resolutely declines to be placed on the pension list, and is content to pass the remainder of his days with rod and gun at ‘Eagle’s Nest,’ one of the cosiest homes in this mountain-environed and surpassingly lovely village.”12


  But Judson did apply for an “invalid pension,” though only a week before he died. According to his application, he had earned this annuity because he had been wounded in the groin and the head while serving in the navy in Key West in 1838–1840 and had also contracted yellow fever while there. Also, he purportedly suffered from wounds received during the Civil War.


  Judson was too sick in July 1886 to do anything but scrawl a signature on the invalid pension application. Rather than the “model of muscular vigor” described by his obituaries, he was about two hundred pounds at five feet, eight inches tall. For months he had suffered from a weak heart, asthma, and edema so severe he was confined to a special chair.13 The cost of his medical care may have been one reason his wife, Anna Fuller Judson, insisted he apply for the pension, late though it was.


  Another reason was surely that Ned Buntline’s fortune was considerably less than the public believed. At the time of his death, according to Anna, he left no personal property. In fact, she said, she had to borrow from friends to pay for his funeral. Judson listed a life insurance policy in his will, but it was false, Anna later testified—there was no policy, or at least he had never paid any premiums. To be sure, there was the mansion and all its furnishings and land . . . but Eagle’s Nest was an expensive farm to maintain.


  But Ned Buntline had been one of the most prolific writers in America, and his grandfather had been a substantial landholder, so naturally people assumed Anna would inherit a sizable amount. More importantly, Judson had made many promises of support to many women. He had married at least nine women and neglected to lawfully part ways with some while wed to others. At the time of his death, three were long dead; one was proudly divorced from him and would not even give their child his last name; and two simply remarried and never spoke of him again. But the last three wives—Lovanche, Kate, and Anna—all had good reason to battle over the writer’s estate. All three of them had been emotionally and financially dependent on the novelist for decades. He had hurt all three of them emotionally and financially.


  The New York Times headline about Lovanche and Anna compelled one anonymous citizen from Elizabeth, New Jersey, to write the Delaware court and explain that Lovanche’s case should be dismissed immediately, for Lovanche had married Edward Judson long ago, and it was under false pretenses. The headline also spurred Kate, mother of four of Buntline’s children, to bypass her attorney’s niceties and pen a direct request on August 10, 1886:



   I will promise to you that I am the only lawful wife of Edward Z. C. Judson. He married me from Chappaqua. . . . I do not nor never did think it an honor to be his wife. I wish to have my children rited. I have 1 boy and three girls & sent a man to go to your office last week. Instead, he went to Stamford and did not bring me the information.



  Moreover, Kate wrote, the woman “Lovantia [sic] Swart, styling herself Judson’s wife, is a blackmailer and a bad egg.”14


  Anna, Judson’s wife when he died, did not take kindly to either Lovanche or Kate when they came poking around for money after her husband’s death. She believed her husband to have been properly divorced from both women and, moreover, that Judson had been paying Lovanche fifty dollars a month out of his good graces to just leave them alone. Anna had lived with Judson for the last fifteen years of his life, and the last ten of those were the most peaceful years of his existence. She gave him two children: daughter Irene, who died when she was four, and Eddie Jr., on whom the writer doted incessantly until the day he died. Though Anna was thirty years younger than her husband and not exactly his contemporary, the Fullers and the Judsons had lived in Stamford together for generations—they were constant attendees at each other’s harvests, baptisms, weddings, and funerals. At times the Judsons and Fullers served as executors for one another’s wills.


  The would-be money-grubbers bothered Anna, but she was particularly angry at Lovanche. “The woman Lovanche L. Swart who claimed to have been married to my late husband Edward Z. C. Judson—he always said [she] was not his legal wife. She blackmailed him and did a great many things to annoy him and came here to Stamford after we were married and in fact wanted me to give her my husband’s invalid chair after his death.”15 Moreover, Anna maintained, her late husband led her to believe that neither of his marriage ceremonies to Lovanche were legal ones. And it was Anna who had supported Judson’s career with William Cody, not these other women. It was she who had supervised the building of their home in 1871 while Judson labored over stories of his new muse, Cody, and she who traveled the show circuit with the two of them.16 And it was Anna who had nursed Judson when he got gout and heart problems the last five years of his life. While money was a pressing issue for Anna, she felt that her reputation and that of her dead husband and their living child were even more important.


  Soon after Judson’s death and after all the lookie-loos left Stamford, Anna thought she might have found a way to both preserve her husband’s legacy and also derive some cash from his intellectual property. An old friend of Judson called on Anna sometime in August 1886. Eben Locke Mason, an antiques dealer and onetime publisher of Ned Buntline’s Own magazine, convinced her that he could publish Judson’s unfinished works and perhaps write a biography of the “deceased lion,” which would include: “Sensations upon sensations—riots, rowdies, shootings, hangings, speeches, duels, fights, prisons (North and South), travels, dramas, yachts, wives, divorces, marriages, quarreling and a thousand and one condiments of this character will go together to spice a life that will furnish a dish for lovers of wild scenes among Indians, rough experiences on sea, and startling episodes ashore.”17


  Mason never published anything, but he did marry Anna. Apparently, Mason thought Anna had money and Anna thought Mason had money. They were both wrong. They went to Europe on their honeymoon and found that between them, they barely had enough money for the return trip.18 Edward Judson’s prolific and complicated past would continue to dog Anna Fuller even after her second husband and son, Eddie Jr., passed away.




  CHAPTER TWO


  Creation of a Legend Maker


  NEAR THE VILLAGE OF STAMFORD, NEW YORK, LIES MOUNT UTSAYANtha. It rises more than three thousand feet above sea level. Delaware tribes that inhabited the region said the peak got its name from the legend of a local Indian maiden and that it meant “beautiful spring.” The maiden was said to have borne a child whose father was white, something that made her father, the chief, so furious he buried a tomahawk in the white man’s skull and rowed with the baby to the center of a nearby lake and drowned it. Utsayantha followed her father to the lake and, in her despair, drowned herself too. Upon discovering what she had done, the legend says, the chief recovered her body and carried her up the mountain, where he buried her.1


  The maiden’s lone little grave was discovered in 1862, and so the story of Utsayantha was fresh in the minds of Stamford residents ten years later when the New York, Kingston & Syracuse Railroad built all the way through to the village. In the summer, the rail brought a constant stream of tourists and health seekers from Hartford, Providence, Boston, and New York City. Many who vacationed in Stamford hiked to see Utsayantha’s grave marker because it was only two miles from the center of town, and was something to write about in a letter. From the peak of Utsayantha, with a good eyeglass, one could see Albany, and maybe even the Green Mountains of Vermont. Looking closer one would see strips of yellow birch, purple sugar maple, and green American beech stretching out for miles.


  Stamford’s high altitude gave it a remarkably healthy climate. In summertime the temperature was ten to fifteen degrees lower than New York City, without the seaboard humidity. The nights were always cool and free of fog. But the village was an unlikely destination before the rails got there because it was so far from the city or Albany or Buffalo. It was seventy-two miles from Kingston, a major depot at the entry to the Catskills, and not nearly as famous as the same-named city in Connecticut. Located near the source of the East Branch of the Delaware River, the village lay at the head of a broad agricultural valley.


  This fertile valley in Stamford is what attracted E. Z. C. Judson’s grandfather, Samuel, who purchased farmland there in 1789 and relocated his family from nearby Dutchess County. He was, by one account, an old-style farmer—“plain and homely” in his dress, and extremely thrifty. Here, in Stamford, seven years later, Judson’s father, Levi Carroll, was born. Little is known about his younger years, but records show that he enlisted as a private in the War of 1812 and served with distinction.2


  On May 1, 1817, the elder Judson married eighteen-year-old Sarah Ann Collings, a granddaughter of Richard Collings and Esther Zane, early settlers of Collingswood, New Jersey. Unfortunately, Sarah passed away just a few days after the pair’s first anniversary. Shortly thereafter, Levi married Elizabeth Goodrich of Delaware County.


  There really is no way to know whether Edward’s mother was Collings or Goodrich. His name would seem to suggest the former, and it is possible she died giving birth to him. A marriage record has yet to be found for Levi and Goodrich, but it is well documented that by 1820, after a brief residence in Waterloo, New York, the senior Judson had moved with her to Stamford, where he found work as a schoolteacher and perhaps the financial security of being near relatives.


  Both Edward Judson and his younger sister, Irene, took liberties with their birth dates over their lifetimes. The best estimate for Edward is sometime in the year 1821, probably March, and sometime in 1823–24 for Irene.3 Regardless of what the date actually was, Judson liked to recall later in life that it was one wracked by a terrible storm, offering his own foreshadowing of a turbulent biography.


  In the early 1820s, when the Judson children were tiny, Stamford was hardly more than a settlement, with a few houses, maybe a store and a wagon shop or two. Part of the village was called the “Devil’s Half-Acre” because unscrupulous innkeepers charged outrageous prices, and because of the behavior of the rough men who traveled the turnpike on business, enjoying the tavern barrooms while stopping for the night.4 Edward and Irene’s life was not much different from that of their grandfather when he got there a quarter-century earlier. Homes sheltering families with twelve children were smaller than many “cottages” built by wealthy summer visitors in later years. Ed and Irene’s mother did her cooking in the fireplace, while their father read and wrote by the light of homemade candles. To keep the people of Stamford in touch with the world outside the mountains, the stagecoaches and post riders brought newspapers with week-old news. Those who wished to bank their money also had to go by stage or horseback all the way to Catskill or Kingston.5


  Levi had little interest in working his father’s farmland. He tinkered with public works development projects in Delaware. He also dreamed of becoming an author, but by 1826 nothing he wrote had been accepted by a publisher, so he moved the family to Bethany, Pennsylvania, where he had been offered the job as principal for the Beech Woods Academy, a public school.6 Levi purchased eight hundred acres of land next to a spot on the Lackawaxen River and built his family a modest house. The four Judsons plus Elizabeth’s two maiden sisters traveled southwest for five days in a caravan consisting of two large wagons and four-horse teams, with most of the family tucked into a two-horse carriage in front. Young, redheaded Edward insisted on riding with one of the furniture wagons in the rear, riding up top with their trusted teamster friend, Mr. Champlain.7


  The Judson’s new home in Wayne County was ideal—it had a large, natural cold spring in which Edward learned to fish. The previous owner had built a sawmill near the house, which Levi used to clear the cherry and maple trees on his land—he sold this wood for extra money along with the oats and potatoes he grew on the land. When he was a little bigger, Levi took Edward to bigger streams and taught him how to cast a fly rod made of slender, well-seasoned ash with its bark peeled. Trout fishing remained a favorite pastime for Judson for the rest of his life. He also loved to spot the plentiful wildlife on their property, which included bears, deer, panthers, wolves, and his favorite, elk. He never stopped praising the majesty of these animals, even when he was once almost trampled by them when taking wheat to the gristmill for his father.8


  Levi was strict—even by nineteenth-century standards—and whipped Edward often. The future writer was, by his own accounts, a spirited little boy (biographer Jay Monaghan aptly labeled him “cyclonic” at this age), but Levi was also distracted by his own pursuits and had little patience for his children. More than anything, Levi wanted to write books about the glory of the War of Independence, with which he was obsessed. Edward remembered a Fourth of July on the Bethany village green when his father assembled men to portray Revolutionary figures. “Papa Judson,” wrote Monaghan, “stood on a platform, haranguing against redcoats, taxation without representation, and the tyranny ‘that tried the souls of the patriots of ’76.’”9


  It seemed that the elder Judson also had a bit of a cruel streak. Edward recalled that when he was about six or seven years old, he and his Aunt Ann narrowly missed being mauled by a bear they had accidentally come upon. A few days later, Levi hid behind some hemlocks about a half mile from home, where he knew his son would pass on the bridle path that took the youngster to and from a post office miles away. When Edward passed by at dusk, Levi growled loudly and shook the bushes. Paralyzed with fear, the boy decided he could not run or go around the bushes, for surely the bear would catch him. “I brought my steel pointed cane down to a bayonet charge, and pushed right in spite of another terrific growl. The next instant when I was close up to the black looking object, my father burst out in a loud laugh.” In fairness to Levi, this may have been a perfectly acceptable, nineteenth-century way to teach his dauntless son how to be more cautious.10


  The Judsons loosely adhered to Presbyterianism—Levi’s cousin was even a famous missionary who was routinely featured in major newspapers—but for the most part the elder Judson followed the tenets of Freemasonry. This caused some grief for the rest of the Judson family, because poor settlers in Bethany who could not afford membership in the fraternity complained that Masonic secrets were undemocratic—un-American, even—and they pointed to the Judsons as public nuisances, out of touch with hardworking Democrats.11 Levi wrote articles for the local paper defending Masonry, and impressed upon his family that the Anti-Masonic Party that had formed in Wayne County was its enemy. The Judsons were, he maintained, fifth- and sixth-generation New Englanders, and therefore a superior people.12


  In addition to teaching at Beech Woods, Levi made a little money growing millet for livestock. But apparently these endeavors were not enough to cover the land payments for his farm, and in 1834, when Edward was just on the verge of puberty, Levi had to declare bankruptcy.13 He decided to move his family again—this time to Philadelphia, where he could study law. This was somewhat traumatic for Edward and Irene who, in spite of having few non-animal friends and being teased for being children of a Mason, cherished their freedom to roam. Later, during the Civil War, Edward wrote his sister wistfully from his camp in Scranton, Pennsylvania: “It is about 40 miles from here to the old Beech Woods farm where we spent our happiest days.”14


  In the early 1830s the Judsons removed to an elegant mansion on Girard Square, on Chestnut Street in Philadelphia. Edward later recalled that his father could often be found in his study, a room lined with shelves bending under the weight of “yellow-backed folios.”15 The elder Judson studied law and passed a test given by the Philadelphia Bar Association. He started practicing law in 1833 or 1834.


  One cold morning in 1834 stayed with Edward the rest of his life. The youth and Levi got into an argument about whether Edward would continue his studies and follow him into law. The argument escalated into a blowup, ending with Edward throwing Levi’s new set of law books into the lighted coal-grate in front of him. Levi allegedly responded by striking him hard across the face, recounted by Judson with flourish and his usual third-person form, popular at that time:



   As you have seen a fleecy fore-running cloud, before a storm, linger an instant, then give place to one dark and ominous, so that first look left the father’s face, giving place to one as black as the veil of Envy’s soul; and his upraised hand came crushingly down on the youth’s cheek, as falls the gardener’s mattock on the fragile wild-flower. The boy tottered and fell at his father’s feet, the blood gushing from between his pearly teeth, like the red wine from a marble press.



  In return, Judson’s story goes, he bade his father farewell.16


  In truth, Judson would not say goodbye to his parents and sister for another three years or so. Records show that on August 4, 1837, he joined the US Navy as an apprentice on the frigate Macedonia.17 would have been sixteen or seventeen and not thirteen, as he claimed in later accounts. A short while later, in February 1838, Judson was a fully commissioned officer at the rank of midshipman.18


  Judson’s formal entry into the navy as a midshipman was a perfectly acceptable life path for a young, boisterous man who had little interest in formal schooling. But this was changing—in 1838 the US Navy began requiring men to attend the US Naval Academy (then in Philadelphia) and then serve two years as apprentices before they were eligible to become midshipmen. Without a doubt, Levi called in a favor to secure this position for his son, knowing these extra requirements would soon be implemented. This was a usual practice for men of influence who wanted a gentlemanly option for a child who may have had few other ones. Judson himself spent a great deal of time perpetuating the myth of how he acquired his midshipman status, most likely to distance himself from the notion that he did not exactly “run away” from an overbearing father. Perhaps the best retelling of Judson’s early navy days was done by a friend, who pretended to interview a retired admiral who had allegedly served with Judson:


 
    We were all boys together then, but Judson was the youngest of the lot and ought to have received more consideration. He was only thirteen years old when he was made a midshipman and sent among us. He had been a mere boy before the mast and had been promoted to be an officer. That’s what made the trouble. The navy was very aristocratic—five times as aristocratic as it is now. Boys were appointed because their fathers were rich or distinguished or influential in some way, and it was rumored around that young Judson’s folks weren’t anybody, and that he had been appointed a midshipman for coolness and judgment in saving life when his gig was run over by a Fulton [New York] ferry-boat and he only a common sailor.19



  The “ferry-boat” refers to an oft-repeated story about Judson’s bravery that earned him the midshipman’s commission. The story originated in Frederick Pond’s biography:



   He was large for his age, strong as a horse, and precocious. One day a boat for which he was coxswain was run over by a Fulton-ferry boat on the East river [New York], and upset in floating ice. She drifted down toward Governor’s Island, in New York bay, and Judson managed to get ashore with the whole crew. Then he fainted under his injuries and was taken back to the Macedonian unconscious. The crew were so loud in their praises for rescuing a couple of them, that the officers united in a request to have him made a midshipman, and President [Martin] Van Buren sent on the commission within a fortnight.20



  There’s no mention of this act of bravery in Judson’s military files, and no mention of a commission from President Van Buren. Nonetheless, Judson spent the next three years fighting courageously against Seminole Indians in Florida, engaging in many hazardous naval enterprises along its east and west coasts. These Seminole War experiences deeply affected the impressionable Judson. Some of his most popular, early literary examples were derived from this wartime service.21 And it was during this time that Judson decided to acquire a nom de plume that linked him with this service and also allowed him to use a title separate from his father’s surname: “Ned,” a nickname for Edward, and “Buntline,” a rope at the bottom of a square sail.




  CHAPTER THREE


  The Seminole War



   Soon after the sun came up from his visit to the nether world, we entered into the “Pai-ha-okee” or “grass water,” as it is termed by the Indians; which is an immense sea or level field of sawgrass, covered with fresh water, varying from eighteen inches to four feet in depth, rising from the innumerable springs in all parts of its vast extent.1



  AT SOME POINT IN EARLY 1838, JUDSON TRANSFERRED FROM THE SHIP Macedonian to the Levant and set sail for Florida. Affairs along the southeast coast of this state in late 1838 had a decided effect on Edward Judson’s writing career. They also gave him some personal experiences that formed his public character.


  In all probability, neither the young Judson nor his various shipmates knew much about the complicated history of this southern tip of the continent that brought about the Second Seminole War and the navy’s involvement there. This conflict was the last major one fought on US soil before the Civil War, and the early battlefield success of the Seminoles unnerved US generals, who worried it would spark a rebellion among Indians newly displaced by President Andrew Jackson’s removal policies that forced them into central Florida.2


  When Judson arrived in Pensacola in the spring of 1838, the military situation looked dismal to the United States’ military personnel. By midsummer 1839, the majority of Seminole warriors in Florida had migrated to the Everglades region but still posed a danger to the military establishments along the coast and the keys.3 They raided ships headquartered on the New River, stealing food and supplies and murdering castaway crews and passengers. The most horrific encounter between the indigenous people and whites occurred in July 1839, when a band of Indians massacred a small detachment of Colonel William S. Harney’s troops stationed on the west coast near the mouth of the Caloosahatchee River. Harney proclaimed that he would hang an Indian in retaliation for each of his killed men.


  These atrocities strengthened the determination of the American government to rid Florida of the Seminoles. Thus the US Navy directed Lieutenant John T. McLaughlin to organize the Florida Squadron to protect mercantile interests along the southeast Florida coast and assist the army along inland waterways there. He established headquarters first at Tea Table Key and later at Indian Key, two tiny isles between the southern tip of Florida and Cuba. McLaughlin named his largest schooners Wave, Flirt, and Otsego; young Judson spent some time on all three ships but most of his three and a half years in the navy aboard the Otsego. He joined forays into the Everglades, which had never before been explored by whites.4


  Judson wrote about some of these adventures a few years later, in the literary magazine he cofounded, the Western Literary Journal and Monthly Magazine. He would borrow from his Florida adventures for the rest of his life (all his stories that had to do with the sea can be directly or indirectly attributed to his
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