
T h e  G h o s t  o f  N a n c y  D r e w

G E O FFR E Y  S. L A P IN
" It w o u ld  be a sham e if all th a t m oney  w en t to  the  Topham s! 

T hey will fly h ig h er th a n  ever!"
T hus beg ins the  first book in  a series of titles th a t h as  w h e tted  

the  literary  ap p e tite s  of y o u n g  read ers  for w ell over fifty years. 
The Secret of the Old Clock by  C aro lyn  K eene w as to  set the  tone 
of juven ile  a d v en tu re  stories th a t is still lead ing  you n g  folks 
in to  the  joys of read in g  the  s ta n d a rd  classics of literature.

C aro lyn  K eene h as  b een  w riting  the  series books chronicling 
th e  a d v e n tu res  of N ancy  D rew  an d  the  D ana Girls since 1929. 
W ith  over 175 titles p u b lish ed , the  a u th o r is still going strong , 
p resen tly  p ro d u cin g  over fifteen n ew  books each year. H er 
titles have  b een  tran s la ted  in to  a t least tw elve d ifferen t lan ­
guages, a n d  sales reco rds sta te  th a t the  vo lum es sold num ber 
in  the  h u n d re d s  of m illions.

M ore th a n  th e  m yste ry  of the  en d u ran ce  of such  unlikely 
litera tu re  is th e  q u estio n  of w h o  C aro lyn  K eene is a n d  ho w  one 
p e rso n  could  possib ly  be the  a u th o r of such  a record  n u m b er of 
" best-se llers ."  N u m ero u s  literary  h isto ries offer conflicting 
in fo rm ation  concern ing  th e  life of M s K eene. The one com m on 
fact is th a t th ere  exists n o  actual p e rso n  by  th a t nam e. C arolyn 
K eene is a p se u d o n y m  for the  a u th o r of the  series books.

C aro lyn  K eene w as E dw ard  S tratem eyer. A n o th er source 
says th a t she  w as H arrie t A dam s. Yet o thers  say th a t she w as 
E dna Squire, W alter Karig, Jam es D uncan  Law rence, N ancy 
A xelrad, M argaret Scherf, G race G rote, an d  a p le tho ra  of 
o thers . W hat years  of research  have y ielded  is the  fact th a t the 
one au th o r w h o  estab lished  b o th  the  original character of 
N ancy  D rew  a n d  th e  characteriza tion  form ula th a t has k ep t the
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young  detective so p o p u la r is one  M ild red  A. W irt Benson. 
Mrs. B enson h a d  crea ted  a hero ine  exhib iting  the  values a n d  
personality  th a t she  herse lf h a d  sh o w n  as a s tu d e n t a t The 
U niversity of Iowa.

I first becam e in trig u ed  by  the  am b iguous a u th o rsh ip  of the  
N ancy D rew  M ystery  Stories in  1963 w h e n  I w as a s tu d e n t 
doing v o lun teer w ork  in  the  public  lib rary  system  in  A tlantic  
City, N ew  Jersey. Since th e  library  ca tered  to  th e  n e ed s  of 
vacationing fam ilies, its shelves bo asted  a large collection of 
ch ild ren 's  books, includ ing  the  N ancy  D rew  books. A s a child 
I h ad  dutifu lly  read  b o th  the  D rew  a n d  H ard y  Boys m ystery  
stories. The q u a in t w orld  of ro ad ste rs , to u rin g  cars, an d  
ru n n in g  boards  has s tayed  w ith  m e in to  m y  a d u lt years.

W hat a ro u sed  m y curiosity  w as the  fact th a t lib rary  catalogue 
cards for the  series listed  as au tho r: C aro lyn  K eene, pseudonym. 
As h ad  m illions of o th er read ers, I h a d  alw ays assu m ed  th a t 
there  really w as a M s K eene, regu larly  ch u rn in g  o u t the  
exploits of the  teenage sleu th .

K now ing the  th o ro u g h n ess  w ith  w h ich  lib rarians catalogue 
inform ation , I w as su rp rised  th a t the  au th o rsh ip  in fo rm ation  
sim ply s to p p ed  w ith  th e  w o rd  pseudonym. H ere  w as the  first 
instance w here  I h a d  seen  n o  fu rth e r  in fo rm ation  given. 
Inquiries to the  library  staff w ere  of no  help: no  one even  
seem ed to  care. D uring  the  nex t th ree  years  the  on ly  p rin ted  
fact I fo und  w as one sm all no ta tio n  in  an  a u th o r  catalogue: 
C arolyn K eene, real name unknown.

M y first big lead  cam e in  th e  reference d e p a rtm e n t in  
Baltim ore's Enoch P ra tt Free L ibrary. W hile look ing  th ro u g h  an  
old volum e of the  Cumulative Book Index, I fo u n d  a penciled  
no tation  nex t to  the  list of books by  C aro lyn  K eene: M ildred  
A ugustine W irt, see D u rw ard  H o w es ' American Women 1939- 
1940. Locating th a t vo lum e I read , am o n g  o th er b iographical 
facts concern ing  W irt, th a t she w as also a u th o r of non-D rew  
titles including  Carolina Castle, Sky Racers, Through the Moon-Gate 
Door, The Shadow Stone, a n d  The Runaway Caravan. P seu d o n y m s 
listed included  D oro thy  W est, Joan C lark, F rances K. Ju d d , and 
Carolyn K eene. R etu rn ing  to  th e  Cumulative Book Index, I found
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u n d e r  W irt's  n am e  long  lists of unfam iliar book titles. There 
w ere  also the  add itiona l p e n  nam es of F rank Bell and  D on 
Palm er. C hecking  u n d e r  these  tw o  nam es a n d  he r o ther 
p seu d o n y m s, I w as able to  com pile a list of over fifty titles, no t 
includ ing  the  N ancy  D rew  books. Each y ear's  ed ition  of the CBI 
a d d e d  titles to  the  a lready  substan tia l list of books by this 
au tho r.

A n o th e r e n try  ap p eared . This tim e it w as n o t a p seudonym . 
R ather, it w as a n ew  su rnam e. W irt w as no w  in  paren theses , 
fo llow ed by  the  n am e M rs. G eorge A aron  Benson. M s W irt had  
gone a n d  g o tten  m arried!

I d iligently  w e n t th ro u g h  each y ea r 's  volum e. W hat inform a­
tion  I g leaned  w as th a t th is w om an  h a d  w ritten  over 130 books, 
a n d , if every  ind ica tion  p ro v ed  to be correct, w as still w riting. 
A s M ildred  A. W irt she h a d  w ritten  th e  P en n y  Parker M ystery 
Stories, Trailer Stories for Girls, th e  R uth  D arrow  Flying Series, 
the  Brow nie Scout Series, the  Girl Scout Series, the  C ub Scout 
Series, a h istorical novel Pirate Brig, a n d  n u m ero u s  o ther 
nonseries  m ystery , ad v en tu re , a n d  flying books. As A nn  W irt 
she  h a d  w ritte n  the  M adge Sterling Series. A s Frances K. Judd , 
the  Kay Tracey M ystery  Stories; as D oro thy  W est, the  P enny  
N ichols a n d  C onnie  C arl books; as F rank Bell, the  F lash Evans 
Series; as D on Palm er, the  Boy Scout Explorer Series; an d  as 
M ildred  B enson, Quarry Ghost and  Dangerous Deadline. The 
la tte r w as w in n e r  of the  1957 Boys' Life—D odd, M ead Prize 
C om petition  for C h ild ren 's  Fiction.

M y last s to p  th a t a fte rnoon  w as to check the  city directory  for 
h e r last reco rded  hom e tow n , Toledo, O hio. T here, a long  w ith  
h e r a d d ress  a n d  te lep h o n e  n u m b er, w as listed  h e r occupa­
tio n  --  co u rth o u se  rep o rte r, Toledo Blade.

D uring  the  nex t w eeks I beg an  the  search  for copies of W irt's 
non -D rew  books. W ith  the  m ajority  be ing  out-of-prin t, m y 
visits to  u se d  book  shops rew ard ed  m e w ith  the  first of m any 
of h e r  titles. A  trip  to  P h iladelph ia  resu lted  in  m y re tu rn in g  
hom e w ith  tw o  full sh o p p in g  bags. Each bookstore  seem ed  to 
have  som e of h e r titles.
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The next s tep  w as to  s ta rt read in g  them . Even th o u g h  au th o r 
and  character nam es w ere  d ifferen t, ev e ry th in g  else seem ed  
quite familiar: n o t ju s t p lo t lines a n d  s itua tions, b u t colorful 
descrip tions of coun try  roads, d a rk  passagew ays, a n d  th e  like 
all h a d  a p leasan t, readab le  flow . T here w ere  even  ro ad ste rs  
an d  tou ring  cars. I tru ly  h a d  fo u n d  a gold  m in e —N ancy  D rew  
w as hav ing  ad v en tu res  in  the  gu ise  of o th er characters.

I m et M ildred A. W irt in  1969 . I h a d  w ritten  to  h e r  req u es tin g  
an  in terv iew  because of an  article a p p earin g  in  the  January  25, 
1969, issue  of S a tu rday  Review . "T he  Secret of N ancy  D rew " 
by A rth u r P rager to ld  of the  "g ra n d m o th e rly  lad y "  w h o  w as 
au th o r of th e  N ancy D rew  M ystery  Stories. H arrie t S. A dam s 
h ad  been  w riting  th a t p o p u la r  series of books since its incep tion  
in  1930. She, a long  w ith  four o th e r au th o rs , h a d  also  p e n n e d  all 
H ardy  Boys; Tom  Swift, Jr.; a n d  Bobbsey T w ins books, a n d  w as 
yearly  p roducing  one n ew  title p e r  series. A t th a t tim e she  w as 
w orking  on  h e r  fo rty -th ird  D rew  title.

H aving  read  the  m ajority  of books w ritte n  u n d e r  the  n am e of 
W irt a n d  he r p seu d o n y m s, I w as conv inced  th a t she in d eed  
w as C arolyn K eene. T herefore, w h y  w as th is  A dam s w om an  
being  to u ted  as au th o r of those  books?

I h a d  since m oved  to  Ind ianapo lis , Ind iana , w h ich  accord ing  
to the  m ap , d id  n o t seem  to be too  far from  Toledo. I w ro te  to 
W irt. H er resp o n se  to m y  req u es t w as to have  o u r m eeting  at 
h e r Toledo Blade office. She w as a slight, g ray -haired  w om an , 
bo th  charm ing  an d  w itty . A s she  o p e n e d  h e r desk  d raw er to 
p u t aw ay h er scarf I caugh t a g lim pse of th a t particu la r issue  of 
the Saturday Review. I k n ew  th a t m y  decision  to  req u es t the  
in terview  h ad  been  a good  one.

M ildred A ugustine  w as th e  first w o m an  to  g rad u a te  from  the  
School of Journalism  of The U n iversity  of Iow a. She also 
received th a t U n iversity 's  first m as te r 's  deg ree  in  journalism . 
W hile a s tu d e n t th ere  she h a d  h a d  n u m ero u s  sh o rt stories 
pub lished  in  m agazines includ ing  St. Nicholas, Youth's Compan­
ion, Lutheran Young Folks, a n d  Boy Life. M any  stories so ld  h a d
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been  w ritten  for E nglish  class, w h ere  teacher F rank L uther 
M ott h a d  said  th a t she  h a d  no  po ten tia l as an  au th o r, giving her 
a " B" for h e r  course  w ork.

H av ing  taken  a y ear b e tw een  degrees to  w ork  as general 
rep o rte r  a n d  society ed ito r a t th e  Clinton Herald, she  read  an  ad  
in  a trad e  pub lica tion  req u estin g  a u th o rs  to  w rite  books for 
ch ild ren . T raveling  to  N ew  York for an  in terv iew , she m et w ith  
E d w ard  S tra tem eyer, w h o  w as h irin g  w riters to p roduce  books 
in  various series h e  w as overseeing . A s an  ed ito r for H oratio  
A lger, he  h a d  lea rn ed  h o w  to  successfully  g lu t the  m arke t w ith  
coun tless  titles for y o u n g  folks.

A u g u stin e  sh o w ed  h im  h e r m any  p u b lish ed  sh o rt stories, 
b e ing  to ld  th a t h e  w o u ld  contact h e r, sh o u ld  there  be any  w ork 
su ited  to  h e r  particu lar style of w riting . Shortly  thereafter, 
S tra tem eyer req u es ted  th a t she  try  to b rea th e  new  life in to  his 
fa ltering  R uth  F ield ing  Series. Ruth Fielding and Her Great 
Scenario by  Alice B. E m erson  w as w ritten  a t h e r p a re n ts ' hom e 
in  L adora, Iow a, the  h ackneyed  p lo t an d  characters figh ting  her 
all th e  w ay  th ro u g h . C upp les  a n d  L eon p u b lish ed  the  title in 
1927.

S tra tem eyer w as satisfied  e n o u g h  to req u est m ore Fielding 
titles. Ruth Fielding at Cameron Hall a n d  Ruth Fielding Clearing 
Her Name w ere  b o th  w ritten  after h o u rs  in  The U niversity  of 
Iow a School of Journalism . The series lasted  for th irty  volum es, 
the  final e igh t titles b e ing  w ritten  by  her.

U pon  com pletion  of each  title, A ug u stin e  w ou ld  receive the 
u su a l p a y m e n t of $100, accom panied  by  a sh o rt ty p ed  docu­
m en t to  be s igned  by  her. This " re lease"  re legated  to S trate­
m eyer all claim s of au th o rsh ip , p lo ts, characters, an d  the 
n am es of Alice B. E m erson  a n d  R uth  Fielding.

H av ing  since received  h e r  m as te r 's  degree , A ugustine  began  
w ork  for th e  Iow a C ity Press-Citizen, w here  she m et and  
m arried  A ssociated  P ress c o rre sp o n d en t A sa W irt. W ith her 
h u sb a n d 's  m ove to  C leve land 's  Plain Dealer, M rs. W irt started  
w riting  th e  first of m an y  books to be p u b lish ed  u n d e r  he r ow n 
nam e. The R u th  D arrow  Flying Series ap p eared  in  1930 u n d e r 
the  p u b lish in g  b a n n e r  of Barse & C om pany . The D arrow
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character cam e abou t because of a n ew  in te res t in  w o m e n 's  
flying exploits. The charac te r 's  nam e  w as in sp ired  by  th a t of 
R uth E lder w ho , in  1927, w as the  first w o m an  to  a tte m p t a 
flight across the  A tlantic O cean. D uring  the  nex t tw o  years 
R uth D arrow  w as to have  fou r adven tu res: In the A ir Derby, In 
the Fire Patrol, In Yucatan, a n d  In the Coast Guard. The year 1932 
b ro u g h t abou t the  abso rp tion  of the  Barse C om pany  by  G rosset 
& D unlap . It w as th is sam e pub lish in g  h o u se  th a t h a d  recen tly  
d eb u ted  the  ad v en tu res  of A m erica 's  m o st fam ous girl sleu th .

D uring  the  tim e th a t W irt w as w riting  th e  first D arrow  titles, 
E dw ard  S tratem eyer con tacted  h e r  ask ing  if she w ere  in te r­
es ted  in beg inn ing  a new  series of books for him . The H ard y  
Boys by Franklin  W. D ixon h a d  recen tly  b een  p u t  o n  the  m arke t 
as a new  adven tu re-m y ste ry  series for y o u n g  boys. W ritten  for 
h im  by  C anad ian  jou rna lis t Leslie M cFarlane, the  series p ro v ed  
to be in stan tly  po p u lar, w a rran tin g  a sim ilar set of books to  be 
p roduced  for y o u n g  girls. S tra tem eyer felt th a t W irt's  app roach  
to the F ielding books w as an  ind ication  th a t h is n ew  hero ine  
w ou ld  do w ell in  h e r h an d s . The n ew  charac te r 's  n am e w as to 
be N ancy D rew .

S tra tem eyer's  reg im en  for books p ro d u ce d  th ro u g h  h is of­
fices w as to  h ire estab lished  a u th o rs  to  w rite  texts from  brief 
synopses p rep a red  by  him . O n  index  cards w ere  listed  charac­
ter nam es, their re la tionsh ips to  one  an o th e r, a n d  a p a rag rap h  
or tw o, telling the  essence of the  in te n d e d  plot. C arolyn 
K eene 's The Secret of the Old Clock w as to  tell of D rew 's  search 
for a m issing  will, h id d en  by one Josia C row ley. W irt said  of the 
p lot received, "C erta in  hackneyed  n am es an d  situa tions could  
no t be bypassed . Therefore I concen tra ted  on  N ancy , try ing  to 
m ake h e r a d e p a rtu re  from  the  s te reo ty p ed  hero ine  of th e  d a y ."  
N ever w as N ancy p a tte rn e d  after a real person . She w as 
changeable to the  reader, w h o  p ro jec ted  h e r  im ag ination  to 
becom e N ancy. N ancy  D rew  rep re sen te d  freedom  for girls 
w hich w as a n ew  concept. Girls w ere  ready  for that.

"M r. S tra tem eyer expressed  b itte r d isa p p o in tm e n t w h e n  he 
received the  m anuscrip t, say ing  the  hero ine  w as m uch  too flip, 
and w ou ld  never be w ell rece ived ."  W irt's  m an u scrip t n e v e r­
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theless w as sen t off to  A lexander G rosset a n d  G eorge D unlap , 
w h o se  p u b lish ing  h o u se  aggressively  h a d  been  selling S trate­
m ey er 's  H ard y  Boys, Tom  Sw ift, an d  Bobbsey Tw ins books. 
N o t sha ring  the  v iew p o in t of S tra tem eyer, the  pub lishers 
req u es ted  th a t th e  sam e a u th o r p rep a re  tw o  m ore titles for the 
series. The Hidden Staircase and  The Bungalow M ystery  w ere  to be 
d istr ib u ted  sim u ltaneously  w ith  the  first title. The 
th ree-vo lum e "b re e d e r  se t"  w as p u b lish ed  in  1930. W irt's 
p a y m en t p e r  book  w as $125, w ith  all righ ts  released  over to 
S tra tem eyer, as w as requ ired  of all of his "g h o sts ."

Im m edia te  sales figures foreto ld  the  financial po ten tia l of the 
series, p ro m p tin g  a n eed  for add itiona l titles. The books, 
seem ing ly  d e s tin ed  for s ta r s ta tu s , a lm ost m et an  early  dem ise: 
E dw ard  S tra tem eyer d ied  on  M ay 10, 1930. H is o rganization  
h a d  b een  su p p ly in g  all titles in  G rosset a n d  D u n lap 's  inven tory  
of series s ta rring  R over Boys, O u td o o r Girls an d  Boys, M oving 
P icture Girls a n d  Boys, B unny  B row n, Six Little B unkers, 
H o n ey  B unch, G ary  G rayson , X Bar X Boys, Ted Scott, Blythe 
Girls, a n d  o thers . Panicking, the  p ub lishers  appealed  to the 
S tra tem eyer d au g h te rs , H arrie t a n d  E dna. The w om en , w ho  
h a d  n o t b een  allow ed  to partic ipa te  in  their fa th e r 's  business 
dealings, took over h is opera tions , form ing  w h a t eventually  
w as to  be  called the  S tra tem eyer Syndicate. O riginal staff and  
g h o st w rite rs  w ere  re ta in ed  a t the  req u est of S tra tem eyer's  
p rinc ipal pub lish in g  h o u ses , G rosset & D un lap  an d  C upp les & 
Leon. W riting  con tinu ity  w ith in  each series th u s  w as assured .

M ildred  W irt received  a req u es t for th e  nex t N ancy D rew  
m ystery  story , The M ystery at Lilac Inn. This title m ost likely w as 
the  last to  d e p e n d  on  a p lo t dev ised  by  S tratem eyer before his 
dea th . W irt du tifu lly  w ro te  The Secret at Shadow Ranch, The Secret 
at Red Gate Farm, an d  The Clue in the Diary. R equests also cam e 
for th e  first tw o  titles in  a n ew  series for girls. As Julia K. 
D uncan , W irt w as to  w rite  Doris Force at Locked Gates and  Doris 
Force at Cloudy Cove.

A t the  h e ig h t of the  G reat D epression , W irt received d istress­
ing  n ew s from  H arrie t S tra tem eyer A dam s: p ay m en t for fo rth ­
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com ing books w o u ld  have  to  be red u ced  to $75 p e r m anuscrip t. 
W irt declined  the  inv ita tion  to  w rite  the  next th ree  vo lum es in  
the  D rew  series. Nancy's Mysterious Letter, The Password to 
Larkspur Lane, an d  The Sign of the Twisted Candles all ap p e are d  as 
schedu led . A dam s h a d  en lis ted  the  ta len ts  of a n o th e r  of h e r  
ghosts to w rite  those  titles. A  w ar h isto rian  a n d  best-selling  
novelist, W alter Karig, h a d  w ritten  several P erry  Pierce, X Bar 
X Boys, an d  tw o D oris Force books for h e r  o rgan ization . H is 
schedule h a d  pe rm itted  his p ro d u cin g  th e  th ree  D rew  titles on  
dem and .

The h ia tus from  the  w ork  for A dam s h a d  p e rm itted  W irt's  
visiting various pub lish ing  h o u ses  to  sell h e r in d e p e n d e n t 
w ork. H er first series to see p rin t from  th e  G o ldsm ith  P ub lish ­
ers w as the  th ree-vo lum e M adge Sterling Series by  A n n  W irt. 
The M issing Formula, The Deserted Yacht, and  The Secret of the 
Sundial w ere  all sh o rte r in  len g th  th a n  m ost m yste ry  stories of 
the day, hav ing  only  fifteen chap ters , in s tead  of the  trad itional 
tw enty-five. W ith the  th ickness of th ese  d im e sto re-d istribu ted
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titles b e ing  less th a n  usua l, W irt's  first nam e could  n o t be 
accom m odated  across the  books ' sp ines. The nam e of A nn  w as 
chosen  arb itrarily  by  the  pub lish e rs  to replace th a t of M ildred.

1934 saw  W irt's  re tu rn  to  the  N ancy  D rew  series. The 
S tra tem eyer o rgan ization  h a d  b een  able to  offer acceptable 
p a y m en t for its con tract w ork , a n d  The Clue of the Broken Locket 
w as p u b lish ed . The Message in the Hollow Oak w as the  title for 
1935. It w as also in  th a t y ear th a t W irt received a book  o rder to 
con tinue  a S tra tem eyer-ow ned  series th a t h a d  b een  beg u n  by 
som eone else. The Kay Tracey M ystery  Stories by  Frances K. 
Ju d d  h a d  h a d  its first tw o  titles w ritten  by  ch ild ren 's  au th o r 
A n n a  P erro tt W right. W irt's  first con tribu tion  to  tha t 
seven teen -vo lum e series w as The M ystery of the Swaying Cur­
tains. She even tua lly  w as to  w rite  the  nex t e leven  titles, end ing  
w ith  The Sacred Feather in  1940. Kay T racey 's ad v en tu res  w ere 
p u b lish ed  by  G rosset & D u n la p 's  h ea rtie s t com petito r, C u p ­
pies & Leon.

Victor W. C upp les  a n d  A rth u r T. L eon w ere  the  first m ajor 
pub lish e rs  to accept large n u m b ers  of books w ritten  by  the 
S tra tem eyers ' m o st prolific ghost. B eginning w ith  The Twin 
Ring M ystery  in  1935, the  firm  p u b lish ed  fifty-six in d ep en d en tly  
p ro d u ce d  titles by  W irt.

The resp ec ted  P en n  P ub lish ing  C om pany  also h a d  a 1935 
W irt title. Sky Racers w as the  first of tw o  flying novels to  come 
from  th a t com pany . Before its later abso rp tion  by  Books, 
Inco rpo ra ted  of N ew  York, it p u b lish ed  W irt's  first historical 
novel for ch ild ren , Carolina Castle. Both Sky Racers and  Coura­
geous Wings w ere  rep rin te d  frequen tly  by  the  la tte r com pany. 
Carolina Castle, one of W irt's  finest w orks, saw  few  p rin t runs, 
no w  be ing  h e r  scarcest title.

G rosset & D un lap  h a d  recen tly  com e o u t w ith  a new  girls' 
series by  C aro lyn  K eene. The D ana Girls w ere  y o u n g er ver­
sions of N ancy  D rew , solving m ysteries  b e tw een  classes at 
S ta rh u rs t B oarding School. A u th o r of the  first four of their 
a d v e n tu re s  w as Leslie M cFarlane, g h o st of the  H ardy  Boys. 
M cFarlane said  years  later in  h is au tob iog raphy  th a t he " w as 
tem p ted  to  tu rn  th em  loose in  one of B ayport's n um erous
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abandoned  bu ild ings w ith  the  H ard y  Boys, ju s t to  see w h a t 
w ou ld  h ap p en . It m igh t have  d o n e  the  fou r of th em  no  e n d  of 
good ."

W irt w as req u ested  to  w rite  m an u scrip ts  for all D ana titles 
from  1936 th ro u g h  1954. She also received  o rd ers  for five of the  
Syndicate 's H oney  Bunch Books: Her First Little Treasure H unt, 
Her First Little Club, Her First Trip in a Trailer, Her First Trip to a 
Big Fair, an d  Her First Twin Playmates.

1936 w as the  beg in n in g  of W irt's  m ost prolific period . 
C upples & L eon w ere  so p leased  w ith  the  success of The Twin 
Ring M ystery  th a t th ey  adv ertised  the  n ew  M ildred  A. W irt 
M ystery  Series. "M ild red  A. W irt so u n d s  a n e w  a n d  triu m ­
p h a n t no te  in  the  field of m yste ry  an d  ad v e n tu re  stories for 
girls w ith  th is v ib ran t g roup  of stories. Told in  th e  m o d ern  
m an n er w ith  a w arm th  of d e p th  a n d  feeling, a n d  a pow erfu l 
w eb of su spense , these  stories u n fo ld  aga in st colorful back­
g ro u n d s in  a pano ram a  of excitem ent an d  m y ste ry ."  From  1936 
to  1940 she ad d e d  e igh t titles to the  series, includ ing  The Clue at 
Crooked Lane, The Hollow Wall M ystery, The Shadow Stone, The 
Wooden Shoe M ystery, Through the Moon-Gate Door, Ghost Gables, 
The Painted Shield, and M ystery of the Laughing Mask.

The Trailer Stories for Girls w as yet a n o th e r  se t p u b lish ed  by 
C upples & Leon in  1937. The " th o ro u g h ly  m o d ern  series of 
adven tu re  stories, u n iq u e  in  subject m atte r, p recise in  trea t­
m en t an d  alive w ith  up -to -th e  m in u te  ac tio n ,"  consisted  of The 
Runaway Caravan, The Crimson Cruiser, Timbered Treasure, a n d  
The Phantom Trailer.

Joan C lark 's P en n y  N ichols Series w as the  last series to  be 
sta rted  d u rin g  th a t tw o-year period . The four-title  series w as 
pub lished  by G oldsm ith  P ub lishers, still g a rn e rin g  p rofits from  
h er earlier M adge Sterling Series. U n d e r th e  C lark id en tity  she 
also w ro te  th a t co m p an y 's  Connie Carl at Rainbow Ranch in  1939.

The years 1938 an d  1939 p ro d u ced  tw o  add itiona l series from  
C upples & Leon: D ot an d  D ash  by  D oro thy  W est a n d  Flash 
Evans by F rank Bell. The five-title D ot a n d  D ash  Series to ld  of 
ad v en tu res  of a y o u n g  girl a n d  h e r  dog  a n d  w as a im ed  at m uch  
younger readers. By con trast, Flash Evans and the Darkroom
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M ystery  a n d  Camera News Hawk w ere  for o lder boys. The latter 
series p ro v ed  to  be so im pressive  th a t p ro d u cers  for rad io 's  Jack 
Armstrong, All-American Boy w ro te  to the  books' pub lishers 
ask ing  th a t th ey  contact " M r. Bell" concern ing  his w riting  
scrip ts for th e ir p rogram .

W irt's  m o st significant in d e p e n d e n t series w as beg u n  in 
1939, once again  for C upp les  & Leon. The P enny  Parker 
M ystery  Stories strove for realism . "F eatu ring  a daring , live- 
w ire  h e ro in e —P en n y  Parker, d a u g h te r  of a n e w sp ap e r editor 
a n d  a girl w ith  a real 'n o se  for n e w s '—these  stories w ith  their 
g lam orous n e w sp a p e r back g ro u n d  un fo ld  a series of baffling 
m ysteries  th a t lead  th e  unofficial girl rep o rte r  in to  countless 
thrills a n d  d a n g e rs ."  Titles such  as The Clock Strikes Thirteen, 
Hoofbeats on the Turnpike, Saboteurs on the River, Guilt of the Brass 
Thieves, Signal in the Dark, Voice from the Cave, Swamp Island, and  
The Cry at M idnight w ere  u n u su a l for th is genre  of ch ild ren 's  
fiction. So w as the  o ften  so lem n  ap p ro ach  u se d  to stress the 
severity  of th e  w ar years. Few  books of th a t era dealt w ith  black 
m arke t sales, m ine  de tec tion  devices, an d  b rass a n d  gold 
h o ard ing . P en n y  Parker en co u n te red  th em  all.

E ven P en n y  P arker could  n o t seem  to  overcom e the  p o p u ­
larity  of N ancy  D rew . G oing  as s tro n g  as ever, the  D rew  girl 
w as still h av ing  h e r a d v e n tu re s  w ritten  by  W irt. H ow ever, 
th ere  w as a change  th a t h a d  b eg u n  to  com e in to  the  texts of the 
books. The orig inal vo lum es in  the  series h a d  been  w ritten  
from  a p a rag rap h -lo n g  p lo tline  th a t h a d  been  supp lied  by 
E dw ard  S tra tem eyer, a n d  la te r by  his d au g h te rs . As the  series 
p ro g ressed  over th e  years, the  p a ra g ra p h  evolved in to  page, 
pages, a n d  finally  an  ou tline  to  w h ich  W irt steadfastly  com ­
plied . C haracter d ev e lo p m en t a n d  inven tiveness w ere  p h ased  
o u t in  favor of w h a t w as to be k n o w n  as the  S tratem eyer 
S ynd icate 's  " fo rm u la ."  C h ap te r beg inn ings a n d  end ings w ere 
specifically defined . The u se  of sh o rt w o rd s a n d  sen tences w as 
s tressed . The S tra tem eyer sisters w ere  becom ing experts at 
h o w  juven ile  fiction sh o u ld  be w ritten .

In  the  late  1940s th e  N ancy  D rew  M ystery  Stories an d  D ana 
Girls M ystery  Stories beg an  ap p earin g  in  p rin t w ith  small

 
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol50/iss1



alterations m ade from  W irt's  orig inal m anuscrip ts . The first 
changes w ere  barely  noticeable: d iscreet changes of w o rd  
p lacem ent, n u m ero u s  adverbs a d d ed , sm all de le tions from  the  
original. By the  tim e 1947's The Clue in the Old Album  w as 
pub lished , it h a d  been  a lte red  so drastically  th a t the  en tire  
original text h a d  been  rew ritten . Som eone w as practic ing  ho w  
to w rite  N ancy D rew .

M ildred W irt received  an  o rd er for The Ghost of Blackwood Hall 
in 1947. It w o u ld  be the  last title of the  D rew  series she  w o u ld  
w rite un til 1953's The Clue of the Velvet Mask. F our titles w ere  to 
be w ritten  by  Iris V in ton  a n d  o thers , on ly  to  have W irt re tu rn  
for th a t one final con tribu tion  in  1953. M ystery at the Crossroads, 
1954's D ana Girls a d v en tu re , w as to be W irt's  last book  w ritten  
for the  S tratem eyer Syndicate.

The final fou r series w ritten  by  W irt w ere  all p u b lish ed  by  h e r 
principal com pany , C upp les  & Leon. B row nie Scout, Girl 
Scout, a n d  C ub Scout series h a d  six, th ree , a n d  six titles 
respectively. The Boy Scout Explorer Series by  D on  Palm er 
boasted  th ree  volum es. D odd , M ead a n d  C o m p an y 's  Dangerous 
Deadline (1957) a n d  Quarry Ghost (1959) w ere  th e  last tw o  titles 
w ritten  by her.

In  1959, G rosset & D un lap  beg an  p u b lish in g  a n ew  The Secret 
of the Old Clock an d  The Hidden Staircase. S ho rte r in  len g th , th ey  
an d  all su b seq u en t " u p d a te d "  titles bo re  th e  in scrip tion  on  
their copyrigh t page , "T his n e w  book for to d ay 's  read ers  is 
based  on  the  original of the  sam e title ."  W irt's  earliest w riting  
of the  Syndicate-ow ned  titles w as b e ing  p h a sed  ou t. O n  the  
average of tw o vo lum es p e r year, all orig inal D rew  titles by  he r 
have been  rew ritten  to rem ove w h a t the  Syndicate called 
"objectionable m ateria l."  The character of N ancy  D rew  also 
u n d e rw e n t a dram atic  change: th e  strong-w illed  tee n  w as 
hav ing  h e r persona lity  d ilu ted , causing  h e r  to lose h e r charac­
teristic independence .

D uring  the  period  of th e  first rev isions of th e  D rew  books, 
the  nam e of H arrie t A dam s w as b eg in n in g  to  be b ro u g h t to  the  
a tten tion  of th e  public. It seem ed  th a t for years  she  secretly  h a d  
been  w riting  all of the  bestse lling  ch ild ren 's  series books, a n d
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only  n o w  w as going  public. O ccasional articles said  that the 
H ard y  an d  D rew  series h a d  h a d  their first titles w ritten  by her 
fa ther before h is d ea th , b u t th e  m ajority  of all p ress  releases 
s ta ted  th a t it in d eed  w as she  w h o  w as sole au tho r. M ildred 
W irt said  n o t a w ord . She w as legally sw o rn  to secrecy by 
h av in g  s igned  th e  releases for all of h e r  w ork.

P ub lish ing  h isto ry  w as m ade  in  1979. All su b seq u en t books 
in  S tra tem eyer Syndicate series w ere  to be  p ub lished  by  Sim on 
a n d  Schuster. The re la tionsh ip  b e tw een  the  Syndicate and  
G rosset & D un lap , b eg u n  in  1914, h a d  com e to an  end . The 
reaso n  for the  sep ara tio n  w as n o t m ade  public. G rosset & 
D u n lap  su ed  th e  Syndicate a n d  S im on a n d  Schuster. The 
Syndicate su ed  G rosset & D unlap .

The law su it d id  n o t com e to  trial u n til 1980 an d  publicity  for 
it w an e d , for th is w as to  be a year of celebration. N ancy  D rew  
w as fifty years  o ld  a n d  still as p o p u la r  as ever. H arrie t A dam s 
a n d  n ew  p u b lish e r S im on & S chuster w ere  in  the  spotlight. The 
festivities received  coverage from  Time, Newsweek, an d  the  New  
York Times. A dam s w as in te rv iew ed  on  N ational Public Radio. 
The N ational E n d o w m en t for the  A rts w as sponso ring  a film ed 
d o cu m en tary  m ade  by  h e r  g ran d so n , because she w as a 
"n a tio n a l tre a su re ."  The n am e W irt w as n ever m entioned .

The U n ited  S tates D istrict C ourt o p en ed  th e  case of G rosset 
& D un lap  v e rsu s  G ulf & W estern  C orporation  an d  the  S trate­
m eyer Syndicate in  M ay of 1980. P resen t w as G rosset & 
D u n la p 's  p rinc ipal w itness: M ildred  A. W irt. W irt h a d  learned  
of the  im p en d in g  trial from  one of h e r  fans. I h a d  been  told of 
the  law su it d u rin g  a lectu re  I w as g iving to book collectors and  
h a d  p assed  the  in fo rm ation  a long  to  her. D uring  th a t sam e 
p erio d  of tim e W irt h a d  been  con tacted  by  an  ed ito r of G rosset 
& D u n la p 's  juven ile  line. The com pany  h a d  recen tly  pu rchased  
the  in v en to ry  of th e  long  defunc t C upp les & L eon C om pany. 
O n  rev iew  of the ir asse ts  th ey  h a d  com e u p o n  h e r P enny  
P arker M ystery  Stories a n d  felt th a t the  books w ou ld  be a good 
ad d itio n  to  th e ir line of series books. W irt w as asked  if she w ere 
in te res ted  in  rev ising  the  texts for to d ay 's  readers. D uring  a 
te lep h o n e  conversa tion  concern ing  h e r  rew ork ing  of the  series,
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W irt asked  abou t the  p rog ress  of th e  trial. W h en  asked  w h a t 
her in te rest w as, she  rep lied : " I w ro te  the  b o o k s ."

P resen t in  the  courtroom  on  o p en in g  day  w as H arrie t 
A dam s. U pon  be ing  in tro d u ced  to W irt, h e r  first re sp o n se  w as, 
"I th o u g h t th a t you  w ere  d e a d .”

W hile on  the  w itness s tan d  W irt w as p re se n ted  w ith  n u m e r­
ous docum en ts a n d  le tters  w h ich  h a d  been  su b p o en aed  by  the 
p lain tiff's  a tto rneys. She w as able to  iden tify  a n d  verify  all 
w ork  releases s igned  by  h e r, as w ell as n u m ero u s  docu m en ts  
th a t p roved  the  tru th  abou t h e r claim s to  au th o rsh ip . Letters 
subm itted  inc luded  one from  1938 sen t to  A dam s from  a tto r­
neys for W arner B rothers P ictures, Inc. It h a d  seem ed  th a t the  
p lan n ed  series of m o tion  p ictu res abou t N ancy  D rew  cou ld  n o t 
come about u n less  W irt w ere  forced to  sign  a release  of m ovie 
righ ts for h e r books. The orig inal releases she  h a d  s igned  h ad  
m ade no  m en tio n  of any  m ed ium , o th e r th a n  the  w ritten  one.

A no ther le tte r w as subm itted  as evidence. The arrival of 
N ancy D rew  to telev ision  h a d  p ro m p te d  the  S ynd icate 's  a tto r­
neys to " re m in d "  W irt th a t sh o u ld  she  m ake an y  claim  to the  
D rew  character, " legal o r equitab le  action  inc lud ing  an  action 
for dam ages"  w o u ld  be taken  aga inst her.

The trial en d ed . Judge R obert J. W ard  fo u n d  in  favor of the  
S tratem eyer Syndicate. W hile au th o r p se u d o n y m s a n d  p rinci­
pal characters ap p eared  in  all series titles, the  co n ten t of a 
particu lar book w as n o t con tingen t on  w h a t h a d  gone  before  in  
p rev ious volum es. T herefore, S im on a n d  S chuster w as to  be 
the  n ew  pu b lish e r of all Syndicate titles.

W hile on  the  w itness s tan d , H arrie t A dam s w as p re se n ted  
w ith , a n d  questio n ed  abou t the  releases s igned  by  b o th  h e r  a n d  
W irt. Even th o u g h  she publicly  acknow ledged  th a t W irt w as 
au th o r of the  books, she  still in sis ted , " I w ro te  th e  b o o k s ."  
A dam s th en  becam e so u n n e rv e d  by  h e r cross-exam ination  
th a t she fell o u t of h e r  chair in  the  w itn ess  box. Judge W ard  
called for an  early  en d in g  to the  d a y 's  p roceed ings.

H arrie t A dam s d ied  in  1982. H er m an y  ob ituaries celebrated  
he r as au th o r of h u n d re d s  of ch ild rens ' books, in c lud ing  all 
H ardy  Boys, Bobbsey Tw ins, Tom  Sw ift, a n d  N ancy  D rew
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titles. H e r w o rk  w as to be carried  on  by  h e r once-silent p a rtn e rs  
N ancy  A xelrad, L orraine S. Rickie, a n d  Lieselotte W uenn . The 
p a rtn e rsh ip  w as d isso lved  in  1984. All titles, characters, and  
p ro p ertie s  w ere  sold  to S im on a n d  Schuster.

N ancy  D rew  a n d  the  H ard y  Boys have b eg u n  to ap p ear in 
m ore titles th a n  ever before. Each se t of characters has had  
c rea ted  an  add itiona l series w ritten  for m ore m atu re  readers. 
The o lder teen  m arke t is read in g  the  exciting ad v en tu res  of a 
n ew  genre  of hero ine . She is fiercely in d ep e n d e n t, d a u n te d  by 
no  lim ita tions p rev iously  e n d u re d  by  the  Syndicate-w ritten  
N ancy. N ancy  D rew  h as  once again  becom e the  N ancy D rew  
crea ted  by  M ildred  A. W irt.

I last sp e n t tim e w ith  M ildred  W irt B enson on  T hanksgiving 
in  1987. She is still active as a full-tim e rep o rte r  for the  Toledo 
Blade. She sw im s an d  p lays golf regu larly  a n d  reta ins p ilo t's  
licenses for p riva te , com m ercial, seap lane, an d  in stru m en t 
flight, regu larly  partic ipa ting  in  the  L ouisiana A ir Tour.
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The follow ing is a b ib liography  of the  p u b lish ed  w orks of 

M ildred A. W irt Benson. Series titles are  listed  in  sequence  of 
publication, u n d e r  the  various nam es a n d  p seu d o n y m s u sed  
by her. P seudonym s fo llow ed by  an  asterisk  (*) are  those  
ow ned  by  E dw ard  S tratem eyer, a n d  later, by  th e  S tra tem eyer 
Syndicate. D ates are those  of first pub lica tion  of said  titles. 
N um erous sho rt stories are n o t included .

BELL, FRANK 
Flash Evans Books
Flash Evans and the Darkroom Mystery 1940
Flash Evans, Camera News Hawk 1940

BENSON, MILDRED
Dangerous Deadline 1957
Quarry Ghost 1959
Kristie at College [Quarry Ghost] 1960

CLARK, JOAN
Penny Nichols Mystery Stories
Penny Nichols Finds a Clue 1936
Penny Nichols and the Mystery of the Lost Key 1936
Penny Nichols and the Black Imp 1936
Penny Nichols and the Knob Hill Mystery 1939

Connie Carl at Rainbow Ranch 1939

DUNCAN, JULIA K. *
Doris Force Mystery Stories
Doris Force at Locked Gates 1931
Doris Force at Cloudy Cove 1931

EMERSON, ALICE B. *
The Ruth Fielding Series
Ruth Fielding and Her Great Scenario 1927
Ruth Fielding at Cameron Hall 1928
Ruth Fielding Clearing Her Name 1929
Ruth Fielding in Talking Pictures 1930
Ruth Fielding and Baby June 1931
Ruth Fielding and Her Double 1932
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Ruth Fielding and Her Greatest Triumph 1933
Ruth Fielding and Her Crowning Victory 1934

JUDD, FRANCES K. *
Kay Tracey Mystery Stories 
The Mystery of the Swaying Curtains 1935
The Shadow on the Door 1935
The Six Fingered Glove Mystery 1936
The Green Cameo Mystery 1936
The Secret at the Windmill 1937
Beneath the Crimson Brier Bush 1937
The Message in the Sand Dunes 1938
The Murmuring Portrait 1938
When the Key Turned 1939
In the Sunken Garden 1939
The Forbidden Tower 1940
The Sacred Feather 1940

KEENE, CAROLYN *
Mystery at the Lookout 1942

Dana Girls Mystery Stories
The Secret at the Hermitage 1936
The Circle of Footprints 1937
The Mystery of the Locked Room 1938
The Clue in the Cobweb 1939
The Secret at the Gatehouse 1940
The Mysterious Fireplace 1941
The Clue of the Rusty Key 1942
The Portrait in the Sand 1943
The Secret in the Old Well 1944
The Clue in the Ivy 1952
The Secret of the Jade Ring 1953
Mystery at the Crossroads 1954

Nancy Drew Mystery Stories
The Secret of the Old Clock 1930
The Hidden Staircase 1930
The Bungalow Mystery 1930
The Mystery at Lilac Inn 1930
The Secret at Shadow Ranch 1931
The Secret of Red Gate Farm 1931
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The Clue in the Diary 1932
The Clue of the Broken Locket 1934
The Message in the Hollow Oak 1935
The Mystery of the Ivory Charm 1936
The Whispering Statue 1937
The Haunted Bridge 1937
The Clue of the Tapping Heels 1939
The Mystery of the Brass Bound Trunk 1940
The Mystery at the Moss-Covered Mansion 1941
The Quest of the Missing Map 1942
The Clue in the Jewel Box 1943
The Secret in the Old Attic 1944
The Clue in the Crumbling Wall 1945
The Mystery of the Tolling Bell 1946
The Clue in the Old Album 1947
The Ghost of Blackwood Hall 1948
The Clue of the Velvet Mask 1953

PALMER, DON
Boy Scout Explorer Series
Boy Scout Explorers at Emerald Valley 1955
Boy Scout Explorers at Treasure Mountain 1955
Boy Scout Explorers at Headless Hollow 1957

THORNDYKE, HELEN LOUISE *
Honey Bunch Books
Honey Bunch, Her First Little Treasure Hunt 1937
Honey Bunch, Her First Little Club 1938
Honey Bunch, Her First Trip in a Trailer 1939
Honey Bunch, Her First Trip to a Big Fair 1940
Honey Bunch, Her First Twin Playmates 1941

WEST, DOROTHY 
Dot and Dash Books
Dot and Dash at the Maple Sugar Camp 1938
Dot and Dash at Happy Hollow 1938
Dot and Dash in the North Woods 1938
Dot and Dash in the Pumpkin Patch 1939
Dot and Dash at the Seashore 1940

WIRT, ANN 
Madge Sterling Series
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The Missing Formula 1932
The Deserted Yacht 1932
The Secret of the Sundial 1932

WIRT, MILDRED A.
Sky Racers 1935
The Twin Ring Mystery 1935
Carolina Castle 1936
Courageous Wings 1937
Mystery of the Laughing Mask 1940
Linda 1940
Pirate Brig 1950

Brownie Scout Series
The Brownie Scouts at Snow Valley 1949
The Brownie Scouts in the Circus 1949
The Brownie Scouts in the Cherry Festival 1950
The Brownie Scouts and Their Tree House 1951
The Brownie Scouts at Silver Beach 1952
The Brownie Scouts at Windmill Farm 1953

Dan Carter, Cub Scout Series
Dan Carter, Cub Scout 1949
Dan Carter and the River Camp 1949
Dan Carter and the Money Box 1950
Dan Carter and the Haunted Castle 1951
Dan Carter and the Great Carved Face 1952
Dan Carter and the Cub Honor 1953

Girl Scout Series
The Girl Scouts at Penguin Pass 1953
The Girl Scouts at Singing Sands 1955
The Girl Scouts at Mystery Mansion 1957

Mildred A. Wirt Mystery Stories
The Clue at Crooked Lane 1936
The Hollow Wall Mystery 1936
The Shadow Stone 1937
The Wooden Shoe Mystery 1938
Through the Moon-Gate Door 1938
Ghost Gables 1939
The Painted Shield 1939

 
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol50/iss1



Penny Parker Mystery Stories
Tale of the Witch Doll 1939
The Vanishing Houseboat 1939
Danger at the Drawbridge 1940
Behind the Green Door 1940
Clue of the Silken Ladder 1941
The Secret Pact 1941
The Clock Strikes Thirteen 1942
The Wishing Well 1942
Ghost Beyond the Gate 1943
Saboteurs on the River 1943
Hoofbeats on the Turnpike 1944
Voice from the Cave 1944
The Guilt of the Brass Thieves 1945
Signal in the Dark 1946
Whispering Walls 1946
Swamp Island 1947
The Cry at Midnight 1947

Ruth Darrow Flying Stories 
Ruth Darrow in the Air Derby 1930
Ruth Darrow in the Fire Patrol 1930
Ruth Darrow in the Coast Guard 1931
Ruth Darrow in Yucatan 1931

Trailer Stories for Girls
The Runaway Caravan 1937
The Crimson Cruiser 1937
Timbered Treasure 1937
The Phantom Trailer 1938
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