
Letter t o  the Editor 
July 8, 1970 

Dear Don: 

Congratulations on the publication of “ ‘On the  Banks of the Wabash’: A Mu- 
sical Whodunit,” by Richard W. Dowell (Indiana Magazine of History, LXVI 
[June, 19701, 95-109). Mr. Dowell has not been able to solve the mystery detini- 
tively, but he has won me over to the side of Paul Dresser’s authorship of our 
famous song with his very thorough research and lively writing. 

You may be interested in the sequel to the three-way r i f i f i  that  Lewis Gannett 
got himself into when he reviewed my The Wabash i n  his column in the New York 
Herald Tribune and innocently quoted my statement in  the book that  Dreiser wrote 
the first verse and chorus of Indiana’s state song. Indeed, there are  some details 
that  might lend further interest to the story Professor Dowell tells accurately but 
incompletely. 

The Wabash was published on Monday, February 12, 1940, and Mr. Gannett’s 
column about it appeared in  the February 13 morning edition. On February 14 i n  
Providence, Rhode Island, where I was living at the time, we had the  worst bliz- 
zard that  had struck New England in  many years. In  four or five hours tha t  
night, several feet of snow fell and a high wind made drifts tha t  were head-high. 
During those four or five hours my wife and I were downtown in a movie, watch- 
ing “Gone With the Wind,” in  celebration of both the book and a friend’s birthday. 
It took u s  literally several hours to work our way afoot from the movie theatre 
to  our home on “College Hill.” 

In New York Mr. Gannett was stranded in his office by the blizzard and could 
not get home to his library to check on my statement about Dreiser, so he passed 
the problem over to John Farrar ,  my publisher, who was, I believe, stranded in  his 
own office. Farrar then queried me by telegram, and since I was, by then, stranded 
in  my home, I could only wire back “succinctly,” as Professor Dowell says, “See 
Dreiser’s ‘My Brother Paul’ in  Twelve Men.” 

On Saturday, February 17, Gannett gave a second column to the book, reporting 
what had happened in  the meantime: “Trouble began when the office opened on 
Tuesday morning. An indignant subscriber telephoned to protest that  the author 
was D,resser, not Dreiser. . . . Before noon the letters began. H. B. Martin of 
New York City explained patiently tha t  everyone knew the  author was Paul 
Dresser. . . . Claude A. Mahoney telegraphed from Washington that  i f  Dreiser 
wrote the verse Hoosiers would have to study history all over again and Terre 
Haute would have to  rename its bridge. . . . P. W. Eller wrote from Montclair, 
N. J.; John A. Fitzgerald from Ilion, N. Y. . . . . Those were the  first of many.” 

A week or two later Mr. Gannett received a very equivocal message from T h w -  
dore Dreiser himself. Quoted from Gannett’s column, i t  reads: “It troubles me no 
little that  William E. Wilson should have credited me with the authorship of ‘On 
the Banks of the Wabash.’ If I had written ‘My Brother Paul’ after I achieved an 
international literary reputation I certainly would never have so much as men- 
tioned the  fact that  I had contributed one word-for, knowing the weight of in- 
fluence tha t  goes with a wide literary reputation as I came to know i t  later, I 
would then have understood how a part of the public, a t  least, might have swung 
to  the belief that  I had written i t  of course. There was no lie told, but had I 
realized for a n  instant that  with some my statement might have taken a little of 
the glitter from my brother I certainly would not have written what I did.” 

Mr. Dreiser’s “There was no lie told” somewhat invalidates Professor Dowell’s 
tentative conclusion in  his article tha t  Dresser wrote the words as well as the 



Letter to the Editor 363 

music, but the rest of Mr. Dreiser’s letter seems to invalidate his own veracity in 
tha t  statement; so I a m  now on Professor Dowell’s side. 

But in  1940 I was young and The Wabash was my first published book, and I 
wrote to  Gannett and pointed out that  Dreiser’s letter vindicated it. Gannett, I 
remember, replied that Dreiser was in  Hollywood at the time trying to  sell a film 
based on Paul Dresser’s life (W. A. Swanberg’s Dreiser [New York, 19651 bears 
this  out.), and maybe we should not upset the old man’s project any more than 
we already had! 

So there the matter was dropped-in New York. I n  Indiana, however, the 
Indianapolis Star devoted a n  editorial to me and my book, dismissing me as  “a 
downstate schoolmaster.” (I am indeed a native of Evansville, but I never taught 
in  a Hoosier classroom until I came to the Indiana University faculty in 1950. In 
1940, I was Chairman of the English Department of the Rhode Island School 
of Design.) 

. . . Claude A. Mahoney is a Washington newspaperman and DePauw gradu- 
a te  who appears as a reporter in  one of the Thomas Har t  Benton murals in the 
Indiana University auditorium lobby. We are now very good friends . . . . I don’t 
know how Claude feels now about the Dreiser-Dresser controversy. Another 
Hoosier who wrote to  me indignantly at that time was a local historian in Terre 
Haute whose “complimentary close” to his excoriation was “Yours, maybe.” The 
one I liked best, however, was a millennialist in Seymour who, reading between 
the lines of my book, decided was the only other man in  the world who knew 
when the end of the world was coming. I have never been able to figure out how 
he derived this valuable information from what I said about “On the Banks of 
the Wabash.” 

Yours, certainly, 
[Signed] William E. Wilson 




