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Old Allegheny's Forgotten Playwright By James
Wudarczyk

Although Bartley Campbell was one of the most popular
dramatists of the 19" Century, today he is almost completely
forgotten. Campbell, a contemporary of Bret Harte, Mark Twain and
Joaquin Miller, was one of the first Americans to make playwriting a
profession. He wrote for a theater that demanded popular dramas
with stirring action, pathos and thrills, and the uncompromising
triumph of virtue over evil.

Not only was Bartley Campbell a dramatist, but he was also a
journalist, novelist, and poet, as well as the founder of some short-
lived Pittsburgh newspapers and a New Orleans literary magazine.

In 1858 at the age of fifteen Bartley Campbell was working for The Pittsburgh Post as an office
boy. Although he was a good writer, Campbell hated the dull routine of gathering news. By 1864
Bartley Campbell was actively involved in politics and established a reputation as a wild-eyed Democrat.
As Percy F. Smith pointed out in his book, Memory Milestones: Reminiscences of Seventy Years of a
Busy Life in Pittsburgh,

"Bartley Campbell, when not on a stump making the most wild-eyed Democratic campaign
speeches, was writing for some of the papers, not only news but stories. He could think of a story or a
play and grind it out almost in a night. He was never known to be in a bad humor and was a universal
favorite. He was unattractive in appearance, but made up for all of his shortcomings by his charming
disposition." Smith also pointed out that Campbell once libeled a clairvoyant in Allegheny City, for
which he spent some time in jail.

When Campbell left the Post in 1865 to join John Pittcock as co-founder of The Pittsburgh
Leader, he was the youngest proprietor in the country. Campbell married Emma Woodhouse of
Allegheny. While working for the Leader, Campbell lived on Central, now Goebel Street (in the
Manchester section of ) the North Side, and was a neighbor of John Orr, an Allegheny councilman. Orr
once remarked to Edward C. Sykes, a columnist for The Sun Telegraph, "Some people thought Campbell
was a bum, but when he received $65,000 for My Partner, so he told me, persons who were his worst
critics, were first to pat him on the back." Three years later Campbell left the Leader to establish
The Pittsburgh Mail, a newspaper that folded shortly after its first publication. As a journalist Bartley
Campbell was an ardent opponent of political corruption, and was summoned to stormy encounters with
investigating committees in Harrisburg.

Following the collapse of the Mail, Campbell drifted south, eventually moving to New Orleans,
where he worked briefly for The New Orleans Picayune. In 1869 while in New Orleans he left the
newspaper business in order to establish a literary journal called The Southern Monthly. Although he had
several contributions for his first edition, Campbell did most of the writing himself. It was clearly a task
that was too enormous for one man to handle. The first issue included fiction, poetry, book reviews,
humor, articles on journalism, lotteries, yellow fever, marriage, and Chinese pirates, as well as the initial
installment of his original novel, Who Killed Him? His first novel, Almost Lost, had been serialized in
The Pittsburgh Leader the previous year.
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The magazine received good reviews and gave Campbell an opportunity to exercise his skills as a
poet. Unfortunately the magazine folded after a few issues, proving to be a too massive of a task for one
man to handle. With the folding of the magazine, Bartley Campbell eventually
o i rs. returned to Pittsburgh where he was the founder of The Paper, which quickly
%’cﬁ“"ﬁh‘ﬁgﬁ}&‘k folded. His son, John, was born in Pittsburgh. He also had a daughter who
-k : t died at the age of five months. The failures of the newspapers and magazine
¥ did not discourage Campbell from his writing career. His first dramatic work is
generally considered to be America, A Grand Historical Allegory, which
Samuel Barr of Pittsburgh copyrighted on May 22, 1871. To understand the
writings of Bartley Campbell, one must understand that he was caught up in the
romantic spirit sweeping the nation. It was a time when the West, though
largely unsettled, was diminishing, and the South was still not reconstructed.

Peril; or Love at Long Branch was Campbell's first commercial

tr success. He copyrighted the three-act play on November 1, 1872, although it
Y winm was originally performed at the Pittsburgh Opera House on October 23, 1871.
: ... It was completely rewritten and released as Matrimony.
Eyeitjonciotig No matter what the critics wrote, Campbell continued to prove that his
pen was quite prolific. Tradition has it that Campbell wanted to get away from the noise of Fleet Street
in London. So he found sanctuary in Saint Paul"s Cathedral where in the silence of the vaulted corridors
of Christopher Wren's magnificent dome, he wrote the first outline of 4 Heroine in Rags on the back of
an old envelope.

In 1877 Campbell wrote Clio and The Lower Million. The Lower Million was a labor and
capital play that concerned itself with the Pittsburgh railroad riots of 1877. Many of the plays, however,
were not commercial successes.

He once again found himself in financial difficulties. One hot day in June of 1879, a friend saw
Campbell with a heavy coat that was completely buttoned. The friend realized that Campbell was trying
to hide the fact that he did not have a clean shirt. So the friend bought Campbell lunch and gave him five
dollars. Campbell used the money to buy pencils and tablets, which he used to write the first act of My
Parmer The play brought a reversal to his fortunes.

Paul M. Potter, drama critic for The New York Tribune, wrote, “ My Partner - won the fame of its
author in a night." This play was exceptionally popular and was made into a motion picture in 1909. On
April 17, 1880, The New York Dramatic Mirror wrote, "It is not an exaggeration to say that My Partner
is Campbell's best play, and not only that but the best American drama by an American author ever
written and put upon the stage."

Two weeks after the opening of My Partner, Campbell opened The Galley Slave at the Chestnut
Theater in Philadelphia. Campbell did not repeat the mistake of selling the rights to the production. A
motion picture version of The Galley Slave was made in 1910 with Teda Bar in the lead role.

Bartley Campbell considered Fairfax to be his favorite play. Perhaps it was because he was a poet
and he received praise for the play from Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. Longfellow wrote, "I have
rarely been so entertained, and I see in it the promises of an American dramatic literature."

On April 3, 1882, The White Slave opened at Waverly's Theater in New York and became one of
Campbell's most profitable plays. One of Bartley Campbell's most quoted lines was taken from this play,
""Rags are royal raiment when worn for virtue's sake; or rather a hoe in my hand than self-contempt in
my heart." Robert Campbell, Bartley’s son copyrighted the play in 1909. Over the next several years this
play was an annual attraction at the important theaters throughout the country. Campbell continued to
produce plays, some of which were very successful and some that were not.

While it was said that Bartley Campbell was shrewd in business, he never turned his back on his
needy friends. In the Pittsburgh area alone he loaned thousands of dollars in small loans and never tried
to collect them. Along with Lester Wallack, Edwin Booth, Joseph Jefferson, Campbell helped to
incorporate the Actor's Fund of America, an organization to provide assistance to people in the






















