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PAUL ISELIN WELLMAN: M.[;RICAN WRITER 

by 

Thomas Fox Averill 

Kansan Paul Iselin Hellman W<lS a n .......'spaperman and a 
writ ... r of popular history; he was a novelist and screen writer; 
and he is probably best known, at least in these parts, for his 
books set in the Great Plains and Kansas. His two best-selling 
novels, his eighth and ninth books--Tlle. \~alls of Jericho, 1947, 
and The Chain, 1949 (both Literary Guild selections) were set 
in Kd'ilSas towns which closely resemble j)odg~ City and llichita 
reSl,ectivel:'. Both novels received mixed reviews from the 
critics, but on one thing all who wrot~ about Wellman'" bool;s 
agreed: the setting is the one totally authentic thing about 
them. The alumni magazine of his college wrote; "This series 
of novels dealing with a fictitious towu growing to a city in 
Kansas har dramatized the ?lains countr1 for millions of 
readers." Jericho was a com~osite town, even thO'lgh, ;.lS t.I'e 
magazine pointed out, seven different Kansas cities and one 
each in Nebraska and Iowa laid claim to being the orlginal 
model. The Walls of JerichO sold over 700,000 copies in two 
years, ana-tne movIe rights to it sold for $100,000, a top 
figure ill 1947. Paul \'/ellman became successful and wealthy. 
Over the next 17 years, he ....'rote 23 more books. lIis total of 
]1 books solrl about 5,500,000 copies in his lifetime, and that 
does not inclune the re-releases in paperback. The books 
grossed over 20 million dollars, of which Wellman saw about 
10% or $2,000,000.2 Wellman was one of that special breed of 
writers--an American ~opular novelist. 

Paul Wellman came to Kansas via Oklahoma and Africa and 
Utah. He was born in Enid, Oklahoma, on October 14, 1895, the 
son of Frederick Creighton Wellman and Lycia Jeanette Isely. 
"hen he was six months old his pan~nts went to Angola to become 
~edical missionaries and there Paul mastered the language of 
the Bantu of the Umbundu tribe and helped his father translate 
songs and sermons. In 1903, eight-year-old Paul and his 
brother, Frederick, were sent to live with relations in Utah, 
and tllen went to their maternal grandparent's hor..e in Bro.m 
County, Kansas. Six years later his parents returned to the 
United States and were divorced. Alice \~'~llnan Harris, Paul's 
sister, who was born in 1900, says this abOtit the divorce; 
"M:; parents have not been happy. They did not believe the 
same religion. Momma relied on the Bible to direct her; Pappa 
poisoned his mind by reading Kant and Rousseau and 
Sch0p0nhauer. "3 Mrs. viellman retur;ced to the somewhat calc 
bosom of her faJrily, moving to what Paul always called "holy 
bleed~ng Kansas" with her four children (Paul's other brother 
is rlanley I-lade 1'lellman) . 

Paul's father, Frederick Creighton Wellman, ~as indeed a 
free-thinker, an ambitious, energetic and brllllant man. He 
start~d as a medical missionar:', becoming an expert on tropical 
diseases, then '·Jcnt on to hav>3 many other careers, as well as 
six wives. He changed his name at one ~oint to Cyril Kay
Scott, at least for his carc~rs as painter and later curator of 
the Denver Art Museum and for his career as writer of both 
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journalism and novels. lie was also a banker and economist,
 
a mining engineer, a college professor and dean, and a
 
published Linquist. When he wrote his autobiography in 1943,
 
he titled it Life is Too Short. He was not reunited with his
 
original children untllt"il"el9'30s, when they all met again in
 
Wichita. 4 Yet his influence seemed part of all their lives-

both positively and ne9atively.
 

Alice writes: 

Our family lighted in Wichita, Kansas, at the home 
of mother's parents. We'd been there only two days 
when one of my uncles--a man with growing children-
conSidered me carefully as I spoke to hi~. He 
said "Keep your eyes dO",ll, 1\1ice Faye. They're 
exactly like your father's." This was the "Wellman 
Taint," as we four Wellman children labeled it. It 
drew us together, first in the unit of defense 
against some shame fastened 'Jpon us that we couldn't 
understand, and thgn in a unit daring to defy the 
set of values that had sO condemned us. And we 
nev~r lost our concord of feeling. 

In fact, the Wellmans started an "Us Against It" club. The 
"It" was the Isely Victorian morality. The first principle in 
their tribal coue was: "Outwit all dlsapproving relatives who 
see Wellman wickedness in IlS." All four of them spoke in 
African dialect and could therefore further insulate them
selves from their hostile relatives. They were even perceptive 
enough to call the united States "the world of work, woe, and 
worry."S 

Soon Lydia Wellman left Wicl",ita for Cimarron, ....here she 
worked for her brother, C.C. 1sely, who owned a chain of lumber
yards. His brother Frederick recalls that paul, at about this 
time, "began talking with oldtimers around Cimarron and Dod9~ 

City. And then is when )le really started his interest in 
writing and story-telling."<S A young boy raised in Afrl.ca 
might be able to see closely into and appreciate the Great 
Plains, what rr~st have been for him a whole new culture--one 
that included cowboys and Indians and sodbusters and ranchers, 
one as romantic as the African culture he knew. He met thQ 
people of western Kansas on their own ground. Feeling respon
sible as the eldest son in a fatherless household, he landed a 
job as a ranch hand at the early aqe of 14, and worked summers 
thereafter to help support the family. To both his brothers, 
Frederick ane Manley, aod his sister, Alice, he was the best 
big brother possible. All three write of him with the greatest 
respect and admiration.7 

At 16, in 1911, Wellman returned to Wichita to live with 
his grandparents and finish high school. In 1913, he attended 
Fairmount College, now Wichita State University, and then, 
lacking l'IOney, he quit for a year and became a ranch hand in 
Cimarron agaln. He finally finished his degree in 1918. 
While at fairmount, he edited the college newspaper and year~ 

book and he acted in plays. Upon graduation, he married 
Florence Tobias. Then he enlisted in World War I, serving from 
late 1918 untll 1919. 
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After the war, he returned to Wichlta and took a jcb as 
a reporter for the ~Jichita Beacon. His first wife died 
about 19~1 and according to his brother Manley, Paul ~ent 

through a difficult time: 

At night he and I would put on the gloves and
 
box. He was a good boxer and lethal puncher.
 
H~ was the only one who ever knooked nc down in
 
a boxing match, and he dld not hesitate to do
 
it. Afterwards, we mi~bt walk for miles in th~
 
dark, speaking hardly a word. Back home, ~orn
 
out, he could sleep. He was fortunate 1n his
 
second marriage to Laura Bruner. B
 

By the 19205, Wellman was a tall, dark-haired, burly ~an 

whose permanent features included a ubiguitous pipe, a fond
ness for poker, storytelling and whiskej, and a good sense of 
humor. He moved over to the Wichita ~ and began spending 
his evenings writing accounts of the Great Plains Indian W1rs. 
He published these in the Town Crier, the Sunday sup)')le1'\en': 
of the paper. Later, he collected, expanded and edited these 
stories, and finnlly had them accepted by }lacll'illan In JYJok 
form. These \o,'ere his first books, DeaU.. on the Prairie, 
1934, and Death in the Desert, 1935-.---- -- -- 

On the strength of these books, he .... as hired a\o,'ay frorf 
Wichlta and went to the Kansas Clty Star 1n 1~3b. There he 
worked on the telesraph desk and wrote ed1torlals and ~ead
lines. Headline writing is difficult to do, but l\lellman '..;as 
a whiz with Ule1'l. .I\. telegraph operator \o,'orklng Oil a ne..... spaper 
has to be very good at headlines because ,,,11 the news that 
comes over the telegraph is very fast-br8aking, and ~ headliLe 
always has to reflect the latest events. At the Kansas City 
Star, according to Theodore M, O'Leary, Jr., Wellman was well 
respected for this ability. W.H. P.edd1<j, then on the staff, 
had written 0. book about the Thol"\ds Pender'Jast machine .....hlch 
at the time controllec Y.ansas City, "eddig s?ent six mon::hs 
trying to think of a t1tle and finally gave up. He asked 
everyone in the newsroom to come uf] ...'ith suggestions. After 
only a few minutes, \';ellman titled Reddig's book. He called 
it Tom's Town. 9 

During his tire on the Stolt- staff, fro1'\ 1936 to 1944, 
Wellman kept at his writin? with a ~assion that never left 
him, He would ~ork late into the night after putting in his 
eight-hour day. After the publ1cation of h1s first novel, he 
wrote: 

To write a book you must practically drop all 
interests in life outside your job. . You 
begrudge every minute of your so-c~110d le1sure 
which is devotee to anything els~. At ho~e you 
write with a sort of furIOUS intentness. 
Between whiles you beco1'\e ciscourteous to your 
friends, cross .... ith your family, a Scrooge in 
your home, and you live the life of an anchorite. 

* * * * * 
In the end the book is pUblished As for your 
family--they breathe a sigh of relief. They have 
been Ishmaelites, outcasts from the ~orlc, 
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monastic dwellers. They have been !:Jatient 
long-sufferers under the irri~ability of mental 
creative work. They have fended for you, 
excused for you, babied you, and in every way 
possible made things easy for you. And they are 
darned glad it is allover. 

Eut they regard you With some apprehension 
in their eyes. It's llke the drink habit, this 
writing, and tlley have the well-founded fear 
thot before long you'll be doing it again.lO 

By the publication of his seventh book, in 1944, his 
first Kansas nOVel, The Bowl of Brass, his pace was too much 
for even him. He ha~tomachlUlcers and they became incroas
ingly a health problem, He almost di",d when they began 
bleeding profusoly one time and his doctor forced him to 
decide between journalism and book writing. He chose book 
wrltin~, and in 1944 he went to Holly~ood and became a screen 
writer. After two and a half years he quit, saying that 
"writing for Hollywood consists of taking some lunatic's 
idC'a, then putting it into ·...ords for him."ll He also said 
that studio work was destructive to creative wrlting. So 
Wellman becam-o his own boss, and he was a hard and successful 
task master. 'lis next two books were ':'he ,.Ialls of Jericho 
and 'I'hC' Chain, t',m more K<lnsas-based books, and his-greatest 
~opular successes. Both wore made into films. Of course, he 
did write 23 more books, over one per year, until 1966. 

In that year, Wellmen 'Jnderwent surger~' to his stomach, 
and a suspected malignancy there was confirmed. A few 
months later he was awarded an honorary Doctorate of Humane 
Letters from the University of California at Los Angel<:>s, 
where he was a booster of the athletic ?rogram and where ho 
kn-ow the Chancellor, rranklin D. tlurphy, ,",'1'0 was also a 
former Kansan. \~ellmarl'S siblings, Fredel-ick, Manley and 
Alice, went out to California to attend the LCLA ceremony. 
They were all in their sixties and spent more than a good 
ovening toasting their childhood "Us IVJainst It" Cillb which 
had brought them so close together in a ble~k world. As P~ul 

said, "He h~d no life except what we could create together, 
but that was good enough. ,,12 

It was good enou9h, in fact, to keep th~m close for the 
rest of their lives and to ins~ire them to fine accomplish
ments--al1 in spite of what their Kansas ki'lfolk called their 
"Wellman taint." The Kansas folks had thought the children 
.so tainted that their mother- should not even think of educat
ing them. An uncl2 came to the house once to suggest that 
Paul should be a cowboy, Frederick a hand on a chicken and 
truck farm, ~:\anley ~ farmhand, and that Alice should hire 
out.13 frederick Creighton Wellman, M.D., became one of the 
United States' leading' plant pathologists and has traveled 
all over th~ world rGsearchin9 ~lant diseases, once helping 
to save the coffee crop in South America. rlanley Wade Wellman 
became a writer of historical fiction and children's books and 
he has over 70 to his credit. Alice became a singer, d3ncer 
and actress on Br-oadway and later a writer of children's 
books, with 12 in her carlOn. In the battle of "Us Against 
It," the Wellman Us won, ...hich is what the four of them 

--.J
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Several threads run as constants through Wellman's life 
and his work. He was a plainsm~n. He lived on the Great 
Plains for 27 years and he studied it all of his life. In a 
Topeka Capital article of March 4, 1949, Wellman was quoted 
as s,,-ying: "Someone once said that the eastern part of 
Kansas IS an extension of Missouri, the southern part an 
extension of Oklahoma, and the western part an extension of 
hcll."14 It was this hell, this country that made people 
larger than life, this land of cowboys, Indians, cattle, 
",h-=3t 3nd oil th3t caught Wellm3n's lite,rary imagination. 
We,llman was tempered by his life in Kansas, which is some
thing he eX3mined in his four Jericho nove15--80wl of Brass, 
Th-= Walls of Jericho, The Chain, and finall~, in 1956,~cho's 
.DdUghterS.--He made a sincere, attempt to delve into the 
meaning of Kansas and its people,. From the same cae~tal 

art.icle: 

The people of Kansas themselves are no more
 
homogenous than the terrain in which they live.
 
The var~egated habit of mind to Kansans on any
 
subject whatsoever is a matter of amazement, and
 
sometimes amusement to others. Yet the appear

ance of diver<:Tency is more apparent than real.
 
In the, essentials which really count, Kansas ~s
 

a highly eom~'etent unit. Perhaps the underlying
 
reason for this is best expressed in the state
 
motto: "Ad Astra Per ,u,spera." Freely trans

13ted, that could be rendered: "To the stars the
 
hard way."15
 

In each of his Kansas novels, Wellman is concerned with 
how people ".'lth ideJ.ls and dreams can reach for the stars and 
transcend the difficulties of their lives. Those difficul
tles include a harsh land with temperamental weather, and a 
culture which stresses matoet-ial over spiritual success 
bec3use physical survival is so hard won. The ideals in 
v<ell~lan are love, justice (especially for the poor--includlng 
the farmers of western Kansas) and religious faith. Because 
these difficulties and idealS are so typ~cal of the Arnerican, 
as well as the Kansas, experience, and reflect the Anlerican 
dre3m as traditionally defined, Wellman's novels also tell 
much about the character of America--its land, its peo~le, 

its pol~tics, its business and its history, all from the 
microcosm of the Great P13ins. 

Here is som~ Paul Wellman commentary, taken from the
 
K3nsas novels.
 

On liquor la,,'s, 

No Kansan likes to do anything easy. He raises 
his crops hard. He takes his religion hard. To 
be ~ble to get licker easy would just be contrJ.ry 
to nature for him. So he makes laws to keep him 
from gettin' it . which makes it harder, 
which gives mo' af a point to drinkin' it, an' 

i 
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behold, yo' Kansan thereb~ derives greater sat
isfaction of soul out'n it.Ie 

On the Kansas landscape: 

The high plains at first gave him an overpower
ing impression of emptiness. Never before had 
he beheld such a sky--the cosmic vault of blue 
appeared to occupy a good three fourths of the 
world, making small and unimportant the scat
tered farmhOuses with their meager clumps of 
ragged trees and inevitable windmills. 

But though the vastness at flrst oppressec 
him, eventually it distilled in him a sensation 
of fetterless freedom which he grew to love 
almost jubilantly.I7 

On gossi~: 

an ugly, dirty little story, of the kind 
that is always running through every rural 
community which is starved for something to 
vary the dull round of its eXistence. IS 

On the to~nsite as a reflection of the people: 

A town of false fronts. All the little, squal
id, one-story buildings have false fronts to 
make them look like t~o-story structures; and 
people have assumed false fronts, too. Never in 
my life have I encountered so many fourflushers. 19 

On sin: 

The Kansas seven ~ere: dancing, cards, the 
theater, non-attendance at church, tobacco, 
drinking and ~rofanity. To the peculiar mental 
bent, the chief zest of ~hich is the regulation 
of the lives of others, not even theft, murder, 
or adultery seemed somehow so important as 
these seven sins.20 

Wellman most likely learned these seven sins in his 
Kansas grandparents' house. Alice Harris ~rote about morning 
prayers there: 

We had to kneel on the hard~ood floor and our 
knees hurt. Then too, both grandfather and 
grandmother prayed so lung after the Bible 
reading. They ~ould pray in tremulous tragic 
tones for all the sick and sad people they knew. 
This took an interminable time but it took much 
longer for them to pray for the good people they 
knew to be spared from the demon rum and the 
devil's weed nicotine and the frivolities of 
dancing, cards, ...'asting tirr.e at Satan's o",'n 
temptation--the movies, the theater, non
character-building books, and doing anything that 
was not God's work on Sunday.21 
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Back to Paul Wellman on how a politician can win the 
Kansas heart: "Kansas loves a man without blame and without 
blemish, of pure and spotless character--true. But 
Kansas loved one thlng even more: a sinner who has been 
saved, a brand from the burning.,,22 

Wellman was not, of course, without his flaws as a 
writer. H1S characters hav£! little psychological depth; his 
dialogue is somewhat stilted; his plots often take unaccount
able and awkward tnrns. When criticized, Wellwan explained 
himself: 

I'rrt a story teller and my theory of writing is to 
keep the way the story is told from intruding on 
the story itself. Style is secondary. Some of 
the reviewers seem to think that's my principal 
weakness. But if so, it's a weakness I'm going 
to continue to cultivate.23 

And that's what he did. Wellman also had great trouble por
traying women, revealing himself as what one colleague on the 
Star called an "anti-feminist."24 His overstated generaliza
tions often weaken his writing, as in this passage about a 
wo~an lawyer pleading a case: 

The appeal was intimately concerned with herself-
but it was not for herself. It was for another 
she pleaded. The drama of sacrifice which is 
woman. 25 

Or: 

It was the notions counter at which Belle stood. 
Needles and pins, and spools of thread, and 
elastic, a~d shoelaces, and buttons, and hat 
pins, and emery cushions, and sewing baskets. 
The infinite minutiae of which women's lives are 
comprised. 26 

Such passages appear page a~ter page. NellQan admitted that 
he had difficulty with his women characters. He included 
them, even featured them, in his books, saying that no novel 
could be great without them. In his last Jericho novel, 
Jericho's Daughters, he tries his hand at bringing women 
into the world of men. Here's one of his characters, the 
questioning Mary Agnes I'ledge: "ilho made all those rules that 
keep women from doing almost anything that's fun? I'll tell 
you. Women made them--and women maintain them, like self
established concentration camps of custom, because women 
prefer the imprisonment with its indolence and protection 
to freedom with its risks and dangersl"27 Jericho's 
Daughers is about how ~\ary Agnes gains her freedom, with a 
lot of risk and a lot of dangers, bUl finally with some 
triumph. It is one of Wellman's better books, though almost 
no contemporary critic thought so. 

No matter what else can be said, Paul Iselin Wellman's 
books, wLth both their strengths and their flaws, were 
very popular. The key to understanding why is Ln 
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understanding how well Wellman captured the Kansas and Ameri
can experience. He knew this very traditional experience 
because he lived it. He was an immigrant, coming to Kansas 
from Africa when eight years old. He was a cowboy, and 
learned firsthand to appreciate the open spaces of Kansas; he 
understood, because it was his own, the American fascination 
with the West. His life, and the lives of many of his char
acters, is a progress from rags to riches. Wellman and all 
his siblings had to start allover in Kansas, working hard to 
make ends meet in an environment both physically and spirit 
ually harsh. All of them dreamed gr~at things for themselves, 
and, through hard work, achieved their dreamc;--Paul became 
that great American succ~ss story, the Hollywood millionaire, 
which even today seems to be the next best thing to being 
president (in fact, the one dQesn't exclude the other). 

Also, all of Hellman's life he was a very '-raditional
 
American. He fought in the ..ar, ],02 tr<2atcd writing as n'udl
 
as a business as an art, he held vuy typical attitudes
 
to\."ard work, to..ards women and towards American history. He
 
..'as a great sports enthusiast all his Ilfe. He ',,'<:IS perhaps
 
ahe<:ld of his time only in the great sympathy he had for the
 
A!n'.cl'lcan Indlan, Olnd in the regard that the AmcrlcOln Indian
 
held for him. He was a OQmocrat, l-'erhaps a reactlon against
 
Y.ansas Republicanism and prov1nciality, for he had l"~acted
 

to mOln'::.' other thlngs about K"nsCls--'-he small-mindcdnesil "'-fie
 
fundamentali"t relig10n in [)articular.
 

Th1S reactlO~ J.gain3t, or rebell1on, is ironically a
 
large part of \~eIlman's Life. As soon as hQ left hOI:1Q, for
 
exaI:1ple, he chilngtd his [;liddl", name froTT, Isely, thQ family
 
name of his Jl)othcr'~ kin, to Iselin, ,1 nall'':: of I',is own
 
creation. 1'his Fut hin In his father's r;<1m:;. It ,;as a
 
declaration of ~~is inJividual1ty, '~hlCh mak~s hi.m sinlllar t.o
 
so many other Amer1cans Just start in" rJut--,la'::.' Catz becomes
 
r.atsby, after all.
 

And so <,aul Iselln \~;'211man puro;ucd hIS dre.:lm. Bch1nd 
h1I:1 was a falher who was a qUlntessential ll'..'C'r of the 
Am0rlcan drcam, a true rugqed i'ldivi':\lalisL. In his own Ilfe 
were fundamental Amerlean experiences--he '.,'015 immigrant, 
cllwboy, hard-bolled journallst, "'orkaholic. lIe waa rebelli:l<j 
a~alnst all ~is mother's kln and against Kansas, but he 
l'ebelled by succeeding, as everyone around him had predicted 
that he ilnc hi,; brothsrs and sister would not do. His own 
li'o.'i;1<) of a typlcal American SllCC.,SS story, perhaps several 
success storIes, alon<) "'ith his keen perception of Kansas and 
the 'lmerican West, lntus,:: hls noveLs and accounl 1n great 
Fart for their treI:1endou" ",,<.:-::e3S and popularity. 
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