THE wWORKS OF LD ARD STRATEMEYILR:
A NEGLECTED S0URCE OF CULTURAL HISTORY
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Historiens heve treditionelly viewed litereture o8 sn excellent
source of culturel history. Hovever, the emphesis hee usuelly been
directed towerd "clemsica™ or hest—-selling #dult books, Discussions
of juvenile literesturc heve generslly been confined to enelyses of
Horetio Alger, Jr.,, oo & sociel Derwinicst, en spprosch which hee
since been thoroughly discredited.l It mey be ergued thet low-grade
Juvenile litereture hes no historicel velue 2t 211, but I believe
thet o close exeminetion of the genre will not permit euch & con-
clurion.s To begin with, these ctories heve been read Ly en in-
credible number of people. Furthermore, »Lthough & stetieticel
fnelysis remeins to be done, they scem to hove been reed by o1l
literate clesser, In 1926, for exemple, the Americen Librery Asso-
cietion ecponcored & survey in which thirty-eix thousend children
in thirty-four citice perticipeted, They were ssked to list their
fevorite books, #nd ninety-eix percent responded with o title writtern
by Léwerd Stretemeyer's literery syndio?te.z It is eetimeted thet
each of the two hundred million Stretemeyer Syndicete bools so0ld to
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ate hes been reed by five individue .3 After olloving for the
fact thet there is o certein smount of overlep (i.e., most youngsters
d ebout ten different titles), it cen be reesonsbly cstimeted

thet more then one hundred million Americens heve been expoased +to
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these hooks. The influence the books hove hed is immeesursble (o
comperetive atetisticel enelyais would be indicstive but not de-
finitive), but it is feir to thcorize thet it hee been considereble.
Children reed such literature throughout their formetive yeers.
Picture boolie ere designed for egee three to six, sinmple stories
such & “"The Bobbsey Twing" ere eimed ot the six to nine oge group,
ond the nmore complex “Nency Drew® atories ere for youngsters oged
nine through thirteen.* lost children do not chellenge whet they
reed when they ore so young. Opinione end velues sre unguestioningly
eccented eg focts, It im not prerumptuous to theorize thet wmeny of
todey's widely held velues ere formed, ot leest in pert, by low-

grede juvenile litersaturcs
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There is o second level ot vwhich these books cen be viewed
historicelly., Edwerd Stretemeyer did not propose redicel chenges
or chempion unpopuler ceusest, A juvenile euthor must olweys be con-
cious of the perentel fector. As o rule, Americen children do not
choore their resding moterisls independently., Perente frequently
exercise considereble control over the books which enter their homes,
Librery #nd school boesrds screen books cerefully before meking them
eveileble to children., Conrecuently, e writer who hes to fece such
de focto censorship is exceedingly cereful to express only those
velues vhich he believes will be egreesble to those who will pess
judgmnent on his works, Viewed in this perspective, juvenile L1lit-
ereture cen tell the historien ¢ greet deel about preveiling opinions

#nd beliefe in eny given period.

If we epccept the ides thet populer juvenile litereture signif-
icently initluences the thinking of its resadere, end¢ et the seme time
reflects generslly eccepted edult velues, then it vill be profiteble
to exemine some of the velues expressed in the Stretemeyer booke.
Leny of the velues ore predicteble, end rome #re surprising. All

ere interesting end reveeling.

Sociel Derviniem wes never embroced by Stretemeyer. Miminter-
pretetion srises beceuse there ere enough elementes of sociel Der—
wingim to leed ectrey those who meke superficiel exeminetions of
the books., The following excerpt from the “01ld Glory™ eeries illus-—

tretes this point.

“There #in't no telling hov our modern bettle—
ships sre going to pull through in o fight," reid
Striker., “Although Englend end Americe end T'rence
and Germeny end Spein end rome of the other coun-
tries heve *cm, they ein't been put into sctive use,
I've been told the Chinese end Jepenese used some
of 'em during their lete wer, but them heethens
don't count----not rlongside o' Anglo-Sexon blood;
eh, Hobson?"

"L grent you thet, cvery time, Ltriker, —---—
Anglo=-Ssxon blood cecvery trip, ——— ogeinet the world,©
cried the Englishmen, heertily. “Now you teke it
emong ourselves, 'he vent on, after 2 peuse. TThe
Americens and English end Germens, #nd even the
Prench, cen get olong together; but put o Spenierd
or & Portuguese or en Itelisn, or one oif thet kind
of fellows &borrd end there's trouble right ocwey ——-
I've seen it o hundred times,"d

Anglo-Sexonism wes certeinly & doctrine of meny socicl Derwinists.

However, os Richerd Hofestedter hee noted, “this Anglo-Sexon dogme
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beceme the chief element in Americen recism in the Imperiel ereg
but the mystigue of Anglo-Sexonism, which for e time hed e por-—
ticulerly powerful grip on Americen historiens, did not depend upon
Dervinicm either for ite inception or for ite development.“6
Furthermore, historiens heve frequently merde the misteke of equeting
succenss gtorics with sociel Derwinism. To sey thet the triumph of
good over evil constitutes sociel Derwinism is en oversimplificetion
A key element of the sociel Derwinist srgument —-—- thet unbridled,
ruthless competition, vithout regerd to rules or ethics, is @
netursl condition of 1life === wos never present in the Stretemeyer
bookss Tor every celebretion of rugged individuslism, there were
meny nore reminders thet meens ere more importent then results,

But it wee not mere envy thet mede Eben foem
&t the mouth when the Hotel Excelsior wea men-—
tioned, He could perhops heve borne the blow
shilosophicelly if it hed been & cere of honest
oppostition., But it weg fer from thet.

For Eben, in his prosperous deys, hed owned
211 the lend on which the Hotel Excelsior end the
@olf grounds were now loceted, The tovn wes smell
then end property wes not worth so much eg it
ronidly beceme vhen the Aero Cornoretion hed es-—
tebliched ite memmoth »lent.

9till it hed been worth o tidy sum when Brewster
Gele hed hegun dickering for it. Eben hed never
liked Gele, but his money hed ceemed e8 good o8
thet of enyone else, end he hed listened to the
sropoeition, They hed settled on o eum, of which
only & smell pert wee to be perid in cesh., Thire
cosh peyment Ebhen hed received, but hed never ob—
teined o cent wore, hrough ¢ bewildering serice
of eleight--of-hend tricke, enginecred by Gele ond
the wnecrupulous lewyers he hired -+~ holding com-
pénies, reorgenizetions, forced meles, techni-
celities, #11 the devices Dby which scoundrels de-
froud honest men, while atill mrneging to steer
cleer of jeil --- come wey eond comchow, thet poor,
bewildered Eben even now could not understend, he
found himeclf divested of ecuity in the property,
vith Gele "eitting pretty”™ with vhet seemed to be
& clesr GitledT

The Stretemeyer philosophy wee not Colvinistic, Hie ettitude to-
werd weelth depended upon the circumsttences, “‘here weeplth wes
gnined illegrlly, or unethicelly, he steted unecuivocelly thet it
could not be justified, Weelthy cherecters who oblteined their
riches throuzgh devious methods were cleerly cest o villeinc.
Strotemeyer herchly criticized unethicel dbusiness prectices,; but
&t the seme time he prrised those vwho mede their Tortunes honestly.
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Indeed, the fect thet Stretemeyer end Alger never embreced socisl

srwinism, but insteed subtly ettecked it, mey he one resson why
thet philosophy ultimetely fell out of favor,

Whet then wes the Stretemeyer philosophy? Children were teught
to respect their elcders, but elso thot certein elders dicd not de-
serve obedience or reepect. The heroes of the "01d Glory™ series,
for exemple, ren ewey from home beceuse their uncle hed treeted
them hershly. Resders were olso urged to exercice o certein emount
of independence in plenning their futures. A recurring theme in-
volved » hero who sought & life of sdventure, while his perents
wented him to enter some profession such og low or medicine., In
every cere, the hero got his wey,.

His wother hed honed thet Joe would enter the
ninistry, but Joe, #lthouch he h. d the greetest
respeet for thet profession, did not feel thet hin
life work ley in thet direction., He hed been =o
succesaful in ethletic snorte end took such pleesure
in them thet he yielded to his neturerl bent end
decided to @dont professionsl hesebell oo his vo-
cetion,
Him mother wee corely grieved et first, #nd the
more o &g ghe felt thet Joe wea "stepping doym®
in entering the proilesaionsl renke, DBut Joe wes
2ble to show her thet rscores of college men were
doing the seme thing thet he plenmned to do, end she,
hed too good sense to prese her onposition too fer.“
Femele reodern sew thet o girl could do more then stey home end
beke cekes, Nency Drew wes feminine, but certeinly not & fregile
little thing. Stretemeyer cherecters never eccepted cherity, if it
wes et o1l poesible to fend for themeelves, Then they did sceept
offers of help, it wee with the insistence thet the money would be
repeid o e loen, Thrift ves o definite virtue, but it wee #lso
peruniseeable to scquire auch luxuries os redios snd sutomobiles.,
Blecke were friencCly end h-rmless, but they elweye spoke in dielect
and were not very embitious or intelligent. The norter in the
folloving pesasrege exhibite wmoat of the cherscteristics of the
cleseic “"Sombo" stcreotypo.g He is #low—vitted, irresponsible,
subservient, ¢nd (ot leest by implicetion) lezy.
They heymiered on the door for o while, but no
one hesrd them, At lest Prenk cought snight of
the Dhell button.
 het'e stupid of me," he seid, with & smile.
“f ahould heve knovn there'd De ¢ bLell to cell
the porter.”



He pressed the button #nd weited. No one
cemes  There wes no sound but the reer of the
trein oo it rushed on ite wey, He preseed the
button egein end egein,

"Thet porter must be either dead or eslceen,”
he muttered, settling down to & prolonged ringing
of the bell.

After whet seemed on intermineble length of
time they heerd & shuffling of feet in the cor-
ridor. The sound of the steps ceosed, ond sonme
one reuped ot thie door.

“Something foh you, gemmen?"

“Yee ~~ Llet ust out of herelf

The porter tried the hendle of the door.

“By golly,"™ he observed, “You done locked yo
selves in,"

“We didn't lock ourselves in. Somebody locked
us in, Heven't you got ¢ key?"

"Jea' o minute.”

They heerd the porter shuffling ewey. After
# while he returned with the sleeping cer con-
ductor, & lkcy cliclked in the lock, &#nd then the
door swung open,

“How on esrth did thet henwen?® esled the con-
ductor, mystified., IHe looked ot the porter sc-
curingly. "Did you lock these boys in there?®

“HHo, @ehi No, srhi®™ protested the porter. “Ah
didn't heve nufiin to do with it, srhl Dey come
on ¢t Chicego wif on older men end I done showed
Yem {8 de compe "tment snd det's o211 Ah knows obout
ite®

Forcigners end othere who ected “diffecrent”™ were sinister ond olwoys
uspicion, Honesty end herd work were guersnteed to kecp
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subject to

people out trouble, but there wee slwey o plece for precticel

of
jokes and good, cleen fun. A good educetion wes importent, #nd crime
did not pey,

It is not difficult to sece where these vealues heve found o plece
in Americe, Netivirm in the Twentiecs mey well heve hed some of ite
rootse in the Anglo-Sexonist sentiments expressed in the “0ld Gloxy™
series of 1090, [etiviem wes certeinly reinforced by the depiction
of FToreigncrs in the bools of the Twenties end Thirties, IHow much
of our derire to ovm esutomobiles, bosts, radios, end television sets
wea ceured by the feet thet the Herdy boys ovned such thinge? How
meny of todey's feminists were inepired to ceat off the cubmiseive
role of wouwen beceunre of the independence of Nency Drew? IHow much
of our reeistence Lo welfere cen be treced to the Strotemeyer edict
thet nobody should sccept cherity vhen it ie #till posnible to work?
Perheps we cen better underatend the opnomition to such progieme o
Huey Long's “Shere Our VWeelth™ vhen ve consider thet millionas of
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Americens were teught, through the books they resd while youngsters,
velues which ere inconsistent with income redistribution plens,

There is no intention here to imply thet the Stretemeyer books
were either the exclusive or most significent sources of such ot-
titudea. These volues would heve existed (elthough undoubtedly to
g lesser degree) even if Edwerd Stretemeyer hed remeined o clerk 211
hig 1ifes It is sufficient to note the very reel likelihood thet
the books peonle reed during their formetive yesrs do o8 much, or
more, to shepe their ettitudes oo 211 the lesrning they recéive in
loter yeoars, The Stretemeyer Syndicete books ere true Americens,
They mey not possess & greet deel of literery quelity, end it is
true thet meny were esasembly line crestions, Nevertheless, millions
of people heve resd them ond were influenced by them., The historian
who ignores them is neglecting £ significent source of culturel
history.
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