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Article Summary: Frank H Spearman, a prolific writer of railroad fiction, created courageous characters who
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reservoirs of cultural and historical value to Nebraskans. They offer rich profiles of men who dared to run
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Munsey, a widely circulated eastern pulp magazine
of the period.*

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

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

Late that summer the birth of the Spearmans’
last child, Arthur, coincided with the good news
that Samuel T. McClure, owner of McClure’s
Magazine, which published the leading political
and literary writers of the day, wanted ten railroad
stories. For the first, “Sankey's Headlight” in
October 1899, Spearman received $60. By the time
“Run of the Yellow Mail” was published in May
1901, the payment had increased to $125. In a
letter to Spearman in 1300, McClure called him
“a natural born writer,” and urged him to send
McClure’s everything he wrote. Later Spearman
would write, “l am satisfied now that the appetite
for railroad stories among editors is a morbid one
and that it grows by feeding. Difficult at first to
cultivate, it threatens to survive even strenuous
efforts to gratify it.” At last, at age forty, Spearman
had found footing in a new career.*

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

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

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

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

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

Most of the characters | have used are
drawn from real life. It hardly was necessary
to go without the bound:s of facts to get good
stories.

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

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

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

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

So Chris drew his cap a little lower, for so
he always began, pulled mechanically from
his pocket a timetable, tore off a strip, and
holding it carefully open sprinkled a few clip-
pings of tobacco on it and rolled his cigarette.
He tucked it between his lips; it was company
for the silence, and he could more easily stop
the listening. But he did not light; only pulled
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