

Mrs. McDonough, U.S. History


Dime Novels

Dime novels were printed stories that were popular in the late 19th and early 20th

centuries. They told stories of mountain men and adventurers and, later, of gun-toting

outlaws and detectives. Some names that were made popular in dime novels were Kit

Carson, Jesse James, and Buffalo Bill. The readers of the dime novels were largely

young, working-class men. Dime novels were immensely popular. Below is an excerpt

from a dime novel about Jesse James and the James Gang. The second passage is an

interpretation of why dime novels about outlaws were popular.
CHAPTER I

In the Robber's Nest

Bang! Ping; A bullet whistled by my left ear.

. . .

Three horsemen approached me. They were rather

suspicious than angry, and they had just ridden out of the

gate of a lonely farmhouse that I had jogged leisurely but

observantly by a few minutes before.

I knew them instantly, though, very fortunately, they

didn't know me in the disguise, half clerical and half

agricultural, that I then wore. They were three daring Chicago

detectives in the disguise of horse-traders -- Hawes, Jewell,

and Whittaker by name. They were on the lookout for Jesse

and Frank James, the noted train robbers and bandits, and

had just visited old Mrs. James' farmhouse, in the hope of

finding the dreaded outlaws there, and worming themselves into their confidence, with a

view to their ultimate capture. Ten thousand dollars reward was the stake. I, William

Lawson was on precisely the same "lay." I was, however, wholly on my own hook, didn't

admire their mode of procedure, and proposed to go about the dangerous job in my own

way.

There you have the whole situation in a nutshell. . . .

"Holy smoke!" he exclaimed, altogether thrown off his guard. "Here are Jess and

Frank James now, right upon us."

He spoke truly. Two horsemen, followed at a short distance by a third, had

followed us noiselessly on the soft, turfy ground at the side of the rocky road, and were

now within a few paces of us. . . .

"Throw up your hands, curse you!" thundered Jesse James, with a terrible oath,

covering us with his revolver, as we all came to a startled halt.

His companions did the same, while motioning me to one side, as a person too

insignificant to be mixed up in the quarrel.

"Throw up your hands," echoed Frank James, in an equally unmistakable tone.

Paralyzed with sudden panic, Jewell and Whittaker obeyed at once.

Hawes, however, saw that the game was up, surrender or no surrender. He

resolved to die hard, if die he must. . . .

At the same instant Hawes fell dead, with Jesse James' bullet in his heart. Then

the defenseless Whittaker went down, shot through and through by simultaneous shots

from the robber brothers.

Jewell, at this, suddenly wheeled his horse, and took to flight at a tremendous

pace. Then I took up my cue, horrified as I was, and began emptying my revolver at his

retreating form, while Frank James spurred after him in hot pursuit.

"Who are you?" said Jesse James, eyeing me with a sphinxlike look, that would be

either murderous or agreeable, as the case might be.

. . .

"Look at me, doctor!" he exclaimed, towering to his full stature, with either hand

resting on the butt of a revolver. "Here I stand, Jesse James, the outlaw! All the world's

hand is against me, my hand is against all the world in retaliation. Let them send their

detectives after me in droves, if they choose. Ay, let them send constables' posses, and

even Government troops, if they will. But let them get the drop on me -- let them come

and take me if they dare!"

His words were no more desperate and ferocious than his manner, as he spoke.

Being a disguised detective myself, I could not refrain from an inward shudder, but I

preserved my outward calm.

"With half the country people for your well-wishes, Jess," said I, "you doubtless

stand a pretty even chance."

He gave a short laugh. . . .

The country grew wilder and wilder through which we passed.

Source: The Jesse James Stories: original narratives of the James Boys. No. 1 - NEW YORK, May 11, 1901 - Price Ten

Cent http://www-sul.stanford.edu/depts/dp/pennies/texts/lawson_toc.html
Interpretation of Dime Store Novels Popularity

What the mythic Frontier of the dime novel actually embodies is a world in which the

values and practices of the pre-industrial order are given renewed life: a place in which

machines still stand in gardens and [where everyone is a worker].

It is only within this kind of framework that the outlaw can function unambiguously as a

“hero” and an exemplar of the use of justified violence. He has been driven to outlawry

by men who represent forces inimical to the values of the pastoral community and the

interests of the [workers]—men who would divide and degrade those classes. . . . In this

conception, the outlaw is not the savage enemy of order or civilization as such but the

defender of a particular kind of civilization: the agrarian democracy . . . In identifying with

him, the reader can indulge sentiments of resentment and rebellion. . . .

The outlaw becomes a hero who resists the forces of order, but in a way that affirms the

basic values of American society; the detective defends the progressive social order, but

does so in the style of an outlaw. . . . For the facts of social conflict the mass-culture

mythology substitutes a persuasive vision of an ultimate reconciliation between

irreconcilable opposites: . . . farmers and landlords, workers and employers, outlaws

and detectives, Jesse James and Allen Pinkerton, all abandon the pursuit of their

interests to discover and share their common ground.

Source: Slotkin, Richard. Gunfighter Nation. New York: Maxwell MacMillan International, 1992.

145-6, 154.
Answer the following questions on a separate sheet of paper and turn in:
1. Based on the excerpt from the dime novel, what kind of person is Jesse James? Find

quotes to support your points.

2. Jesse James is supposed to be a hero, but he is also a killer and an outlaw. Slotkin

explains that in the dime novel, it was okay to be an outlaw. What is Slotkin’s

argument? Why would readers in the late 19th century celebrate an outlaw?

3. Why does Slotkin suggest that working class men (from the cities) might have enjoyed

reading dime novels?

Follow up Activity
In your teacher assigned pairs, you need to choose an outlaw or lawman to research using the sites:

www.worldbookonline.com
http://www-sul.stanford.edu/depts/dp/pennies/texts/dimes_toc.html
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/treasures/tri015.html

http://www.thewildwest.org/cowboys/wildwestoutlawsandlawmen.html
 After reading the biography on your outlaw or lawman, you and your partner will write your own Dime Store Novel based on the character and one of the events described in their bio.  You can embellish the event (realistically) to some degree to make the story exciting and interesting.  However the story must answer the following questions:  Who the character is?  Setting for the story?  What he is famous for doing?  Time period he existed?  What’s going on in your story?  The stories may be presented to the class and you may have to teach the class just who your famous gunslinger or outlaw was and why people found him so exciting.  Each story should be no less than 2 handwritten pages or one 10 point, double-spaced pages.  Remember to make your story both informative and exciting.  These stories were loosely based on real people and then wildly embellished to make young working boys want to buy them and read them in their spare time.  The Dime Novels are not about blood and gore (choose your story and how you portray it with care) but about making heroes and legends out of outlaws and gunfighters.  Your story should NOT be violent or offensive.  
One available class book is  “George Turner’s Book of Gunfighters” but remember that most dime novels that were written and read were during the Jim Crow Era.  Thus, some terms and acts are considered inappropriate today.  Keep this in mind as you read the stories.  However, make sure that you are appropriate and sensitive as you write your own stories.
You will be graded on completing the assignment, following all requirements, and how well you teach the class about your character.  The grading rubric is on the next page—please attach to your assignment when you turn it in.  Thank you.
	Component
	Attributes
	Rating

	Engagement
	25 – Story is exciting and engaging just as the original Dime Novel Stories were.  Story follows all directions regarding an actual event in the biography
20 – Story follows all directions regarding an actual event in the biography.
15– Attempts to follow directions but lacks follow through.

	

	Presentation (Story Presentation on paper and/or Oral Presentation)
	25– Organized, innovative presentation in the story and the oral presentation succeeded in teaching the class about the assigned person.
20– Respectable presentation in the story and oral presentation but may not have completely taught the class on the assigned person.
15– Weak presentation
	

	Organization
	25– Follows all requirements (i.e. length of story, etc.) 
20- Mostly follows requirements.
15 – Does not follow requirements.
	

	Group Coordination 
	25– Group divided tasks equally among members

20– Group divided tasks somewhat equally among members

15 – Tasks were not divided equally among group
	


