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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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