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Ah, the month of June! The name likely derives from Juno, the Roman goddess 
of marriage, and June remains the most popular month for weddings. To us at 
Wild West, though, June means not love but war—namely the Indian wars, in partic-
ular the June 1876 Battle of the Little Bighorn in Montana Territory. Accordingly, 
we offer stories in this issue about Sihasapa Lakota Chief Kill Eagle (see P. 52), who 
gave an early account of George Custer’s defeat; 7th U.S. Cavalry Private Charles 
Windolph (P. 64), who gave a late account (he was with Captain Frederick Benteen’s 
command and was the last white survivor of the battle); and Frank Huston (P. 22), 
who lived among the Lakotas and may have fought alongside them in the battle. Not that we’ve taken all the 
love out of June. We also take you to Monroe, Michigan, home of George and Elizabeth Custer (see P. 38), 
who married in that town’s First Presbyterian Church and whose passion for each other is the stuff of adult 
storybooks as well as history books. We’ve titled the article “Scars of Custer’s Defeat,” because while Libbie 
clearly loved her golden-haired cavalier, a veil of sorrow descended on Monroe in the aftermath of the dec-
imation of George’s immediate command, which included two brothers, his brother-in-law and a nephew.

Lovebirds George and Elizabeth did not have a June wedding. That social event of the year in Monroe 
occurred on Feb. 9, 1864. But no matter. As an anonymous poet once wrote, “When February birds do mate, 

you may wed, nor dread your fate.” 
Anyway, George figured to be preoccu-
pied in June. Theirs was a Civil War 
courtship, and there remained fighting 
to be done (in fact, they curtailed their 
honeymoon, as George was recalled 

to the front). He called her Libbie, and she called him Autie. “Theirs was a passionate love, emotionally 
and sexually,” Custer biographer Jeffry D. Wert wrote in “A Plains Romance,” in the June 2007 Wild West. 
“Weeks and months of separation, a possible infidelity and bouts of jealousy affected the relationship. But it 
endured, despite the contemporary allegations and controversies.” George’s death on June 25, 1876, ended 
their ardent, if not idyllic, marriage of a dozen years. Libbie later wrote, “To lose him would be to close the 
windows of life that let in the sunshine.” Maybe so, but it was as a widow that she truly shined, overcoming 
financial problems and spending her last 57 years promoting her lionhearted hero in books and lectures.

Our June issue annually inspires me to re-watch a Custer/Little Bighorn movie. Last year I went with 
1970’s satirical Little Big Man, in which Richard Mulligan’s Custer is an arrogant egotist whose battlefield 
behavior is quite insane. No doubt that film (and the novel of the same name) influenced public percep-
tion of the controversial frontier officer. This year I chose 1941’s equally influential They Died With Their 
Boots On , in which Errol Flynn’s Custer is every bit the dashing hero and enjoys great film chemistry 
with Olivia de Havilland’s spirited and adoring Libbie. “Errol Flynn’s performance set a standard to 
which all Custer portrayals are still compared,” wrote Wild West contributor Louis Kraft, whose interest 
in Custer stems from his first viewing of that movie. “While riddled with inaccuracies—problems pointed 
out by numerous critics—the film adeptly intertwines Custer’s struggle with the government, his view of 
American Indians and his love for Libbie.” Flynn’s George delivers this memorable line to de Havilland’s 
Libbie before going off to fight: “Walking through life with you, ma’am, has been a very gracious thing.” 
A line dreamed up by a screenwriter for sure, but one the real Libbie would have loved to hear in May 1876 
when her man left Fort Abraham Lincoln, Dakota Territory, to do battle in June. 

‘TO LOSE HIM WOULD 
BE TO CLOSE THE
WINDOWS OF LIFE’

ROMANCING
THE CUSTERS

Wild West editor 
Gregory Lalire wrote  
the 2014 historical 
novel Captured: From
the Frontier Diary of 
Infant Danny Duly.
His article about base- 
ball in the frontier West 
won a 2015 Stirrup 
Award for best article  
in Roundup, the member- 
ship magazine of West- 
ern Writers of America.

Widow Elizabeth 
“Libbie” Custer read  
and wrote about her  
late husband for more 
than a half-century.
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Wild Bill Hickok: Pistoleer,
Peace Officer and Folk Hero
As Wild Bill biographer Joseph  
G. Rosa reminds us in this article, 
James Butler Hickok was a legend in 
his own time. He made his mark in 
such Kansas cow towns as Hays City 
and Abilene, but his first recorded 
shootout came on July 12, 1861, at 
Rock Creek, Nebraska Territory.

Extended Interview  
With Peter Cozzens
“I found Geronimo to be a rather 
despicable character, albeit pos- 
sessed with what the Apaches 
considered great spiritual powers 
uniquely valuable in war and 
raiding,” says the author of the 
2016 book The Earth is Weeping: 
The Epic Story of the Indian Wars  
for the American West.

More About the  
Gilcrease Museum
“Every man must leave a track, and  
it might as well be a good one,”  
said art collector Thomas Gilcrease 
(1890–1962), who bequeathed to 
Tulsa, Okla., much of the impressive 
collection that bears his name.
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bronze Sacred Rain 
Arrow graces Tulsa’s 
Gilcrease Museum.
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film star? Western actor, maybe, but certainly no star. I otherwise love 
Wild West—and that photo of luscious Linda Darnell (as Chihuahua in My 
Darling Clementine).

Steve Northcutt
Little Rock, Ark.

Editor responds: No Country for Old Men is considered a neo-Western, as we 
mentioned in the August Roundup when noting it won the 2007 Oscar for best picture. 
Willie Nelson isn’t on our list of favorite Western actors either, but we do prefer Willie’s 
singing to that of, say, John Wayne (who admitted his singing was bad; when he played 
Singin’ Sandy Saunders in 1933’s Riders of Destiny, his singing voice was dubbed).

BITTERROOT GAME
In regard to Rodney A. Fosback’s comment about wolves in Letters (October): 
Like knowledge, a little history can be worse than no history. During the Lewis 
and Clark visit scarcity of big game in the Bitterroot country had nothing to do 
with wolves. Rather, that area was old-growth forest, maintained with periodic 
cool burns executed by Sheepeaters. Such is not prime big game habitat.

It was only decades after the Sheepeaters were removed that the hot fires 
burned, clear-cut logging started, lots of understory came in, enhancing big 
game habitat, and the elk and deer populations rose. Lewis and Clark had 
plentiful game to the east where wolf numbers were huge, matching the big 
game on the plains and open mountain country.

In short, the Bitterroot area was not only short on big game but also short 
on wolves. The latter had nothing to do with the former. As to the rest: Tough. 
I’m an elk hunter, and I long for the howl of wolves.

James C. Burnham
Cotopaxi, Colo.

NO HORN PARDON
December 2016, with Tom Horn on the cover, was 
a nice issue. From time to time I see suggestions a 
posthumous pardon be granted to Tom Horn. When 
we conducted the retrial of Horn in 1993, which 
resulted in an acquittal, we indicated to Wyoming 
Governor Mike Sullivan we would not pursue a 
posthumous pardon. Sullivan graciously agreed.

Chip Carlson
Cheyenne, Wyo.

CRUICKSHANKS
Recently, various individuals have mentioned in Wild West  that they were 
unable to find English Earp researcher David H. Cruickshanks [see “Adelia 
Earp’s Dubious Memoir” by Scott Dyke, with a sidebar by Bob Palmquist, 
in the October 2016 issue of Wild West ]. My last correspondence with him is 
dated May 2010, in which he told me he was in very poor health and felt he 
would not be on the earth much longer. An obit in the Edinburgh Evening News 
[reporting the death of a David H. Cruickshanks at the Edinburgh Royal 
Infirmary on Feb. 21, 2013] perhaps solves the mystery.

Phyllis Moreeale-de la Garza
Willcox, Ariz.

Scott Dyke responds: I can’t say the obit is his, considering the fact I have a photo 
of him and his young daughter, while the obit lists three sons. Cruickshanks is not 
an uncommon name in Great Britain.

Send letters to Wild West, 1919 Gallows Road, Suite 400, Vienna, VA 22182-4038 
or by email to wildwest@historynet.com. Please include your name and hometown.

In the October 2016 issue are several articles men-
tioning Kate “Horony” [including “Doc & Kate,” 
by Gary L. Roberts], but on the inside back cover 
is an ad for a revolver commemorating Doc Hol-
liday and Kate “Haroney.” Someone didn’t do 
his research.

Darrell Dehne
Pierre, S.D.

Gary Roberts responds: Kate was born Marie Katherine 
Horony. When she reverted to her family name around 
1888, she went by the name “Mary Horony” (although 
her marriage certificate and her wedding announcement 
in The Aspen Weekly Times in 1890 added an “e,” 
rendering the name “Horoney”). At some point, I am 
not sure just when, other members of Kate’s family, her 
sisters and brothers, began to use the spelling, “Haroney.” 
In some of the documents it is hard to determine whether 
an “o” or an “a” is used, but by the 20th century the pre-
ferred form was Haroney.

NO OLD WESTERN
In reference to Bill O’Neal’s “9 Western Film Stars 
From Texas” (Roundup, October 2016): No Country 
for Old Men a Western? I never heard that before, 
especially considering “The American Frontier” 
purpose of Wild West. Also, Willie Nelson a Western 

HORONY OR 
HARONEY?

hired 
killer 
tom 
horn

CHRISTMAS 
WITH THE
CUSTERS

SAVING
CAPTAIN
TEN EyCK

hanged for 
MURDERING 
14-year-old 
wyoming  
boy Willie  
Nickell
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Before they were carved in stone,
they were struck in SILVER.
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sought after artifacts. But no Civil War collection can be 
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condition and comes with an informative story card and a 
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Jeffrey Hunter, right, 
plays the title role in  
the 1965 film Joaquín 
Murrieta. Below is an 
early sketch of Murrieta.

8+ CALIFORNIA BADMEN
1 Joaquín Murrieta: In 1853 California 

Rangers killed the West’s most notorious 
Hispanic outlaw. Revisionist historians claim he  
was a myth, while social activists consider him a 
Robin Hood. The all-too-real Murrieta and gang 
murdered some 40 men, many Chinese miners.

2 Salomon Pico: This cousin of onetime 
Governor Pío Pico of Mexican-ruled Alta 

California hated gringos and once boasted he 
had slain 39 Yankees. After a string of crimes he 
fled to Mexico, where he was executed in 1860.

3 Thomas J. Hodges (alias Tom Bell): 
Also known as the “Outlaw Doc,” he led  

a gang of violent highway robbers during the 
Gold Rush. Vigilantes hanged him in 1856.

4 Richard A. Barter (alias Rattlesnake 
Dick): He headed up the Tom Bell gang 

after the latter’s death. Dashing and handsome, 
Rattlesnake Dick died in a pitched gunfight with 
a sheriff’s posse near Auburn in 1859.

5 Tiburcio Vásquez: The second most no- 
torious Hispanic outlaw behind Murrieta, he 

murdered, robbed and rustled from 1854 until his 
capture in 1874. He died on the gallows in 1875.

6 Bill Miner: Among the West’s most notori- 
ous stage and train robbers, the “Gray Fox” 

began his life of crime in California in 1866, roamed 
from Colorado to Canada and died in 1913.

7 Charles E. Boles (alias Black Bart): 
Between 1875 and 1883 the poet/highway- 

man robbed nearly 30 stagecoaches in north- 
ern California, reportedly without firing a shot. 
On his 1888 release from prison he vanished.

8 Chris Evans and John Sontag: The duo 
robbed several trains in the San Joaquin 

Valley and in the Midwest between 1889 and 
1892. During a sweeping manhunt they killed 
three lawmen, Sontag was slain, and Evans lost 
an eye and an arm. He was imprisoned and later 
banished from the state. —John Boesennecker
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Western  
Heritage  
Honorees
The National Cowboy 
and Western Heritage 
Museum [national 
cowboymuseum.org] 
in Oklahoma City will 
host its annual Western 
Heritage Awards on 
April 21 and 22. This 
year artist Harold  
T. Holden [hholden.
com] will become the 
first Oklahoma artist 
and 10th artist overall 
inducted into the 
museum’s Hall of 
Great Westerners.  
He joins such notable 
artists as Frederic 
Remington, Charles 
M. Russell and Olaf 
Wieghorst. Also being 
inducted into the Hall 
of Great Westerners  

—Lakota Chief 
Sitting Bull said this 
when surrendering 
at Fort Buford, 
Dakota Territory,  
on July 20, 1881.  
His son Crow Foot 
turned over his rifle.

Coens Go West
Ethan (at left) and Joel Coen, who wrote, directed and pro- 
duced the 2010 remake of True Grit, have turned their gaze 
west again. Variety recently reported the brothers are working 
on The Ballad of Buster Scruggs, a TV miniseries set in the  
Old West. As usual they wrote the original script and will 
direct and produce the series. While they and production 
house Annapurna Television are being stingy with the details, 
the story reportedly covered too much ground for a feature 
film. Among the Coen brothers’ notable releases was the 
2007 neo-Western No Country for Old Men, which won four 
Oscars, including best picture and best director. Their 1996 
film Fargo was turned into a FX TV series, now in its third 
season, starring Kirsten Dunst and Ted Danson. WEST 

WORDS
is cattleman/banker 
Raymond E. Adams Jr. 
(1931–2009). The 2017 
Chester A. Reynolds 
Award, for perpetuat-
ing the legacy of the 
American West, goes 
to rancher/business-
man Johnny Trotter, 
past president of the 
American Quarter 
Horse Association 
[aqha.com] and an 
inductee in the Texas 
Cowboy Hall of Fame 
[texascowboyhall 
offame.org].

Indian  
Holocaust?
Most historians regard 
U.S. Indian policy in 
the frontier West as 
flawed at best. Other 
strident souls have 
termed it genocide, 

even comparing it to 
the Holocaust. Texas 
A&M University– 
San Antonio history 
professor Edward  
B. Westermann gives 
the latter perspective 
book-length coverage in 
Hitler’s Ostkrieg and the 
Indian Wars: Comparing 
Genocide and Conquest 
(2016). Adolf Hitler,  
the author notes, once 
remarked the American 
West had been attained 
only “after the white 
man had shot down  
the millions of redskins  
to a few hundred thou- 
sand.” Hitler, of course, 
was laying the foun- 
dation for his Ostkrieg 
(“Eastern war”), during 
which Nazi Germany 
and its collaborators 
mass murdered some 
6 million Jews and  
5 million others. “With- 
out doubt,” Wester-
mann writes, “Hitler,  
if not Nazi bureaucrats, 
believed that the U.S. 
conquest of western 
North America and 
the displacement and 

killing of the indigenous 
population provided  
a historical precedent 
for his own plans in 
eastern Europe.”

But should readers 
believe anything of the 
sort? Certainly 19th- 
century America (think 
“Manifest Destiny”) and 
Nazi Germany were 
interested in conquest, 
and both met resis-
tance from the natives. 
But the similarities, 
Westermann argues, 
end there. Nazi policy 
was one of annihila-
tion, while U.S. policy, 
however faulty, focused 
on assimilation and 
acculturation. Deadly 
episodes like Sand 
Creek and Wounded 
Knee are, the author 
writes, “iconic events in 
Western history in part 
because they represent 
the exceptional rather 
than the normal or 
routine.” Westermann 
concludes that Hitler 
demonstrated only “his 
limited understanding 
of U.S. history.”

Artist
Harold  
T. Holden
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FAMOUS LAST WORDS

‘I wish you’d hurry up.  
I want to get to Hell  

in time for dinner’
—Convicted murderer John Owens (alias Bill Booth) said this from  

his cell in Buffalo, Wyoming Territory, just before heading to the gallows  
on March 5, 1886. He was one of seven men executed in the territory  

before Wyoming gained statehood on July 10, 1890.

What lies beneath 
Fort Stanton 
New Mexico’s Fort Stanton [fortstanton.org], built  
in 1855 as a base of operations against raiding 
Mescalero Apaches, has an interesting history below 
the surface. Historian Lynda A. Sánchez says offi- 
cers and others with ties to the fort were avid cavers.  
“In 1855 Emil Fritz and other Company K troopers 
went on a ‘patrol’ underground,” she explains,  
“with orders to observe and explore topography 
that might interest the military. This was about  

the same time soldiers  
had chased Apaches 
into the interior of the 
sinkhole now known 
as Fort Stanton Cave. 
Fritz and others 
signed their names  
on a cave wall.”  
Lieutenant Orsemus 
Boyd and Captain 

Casper H. Conrad later became cavers, building 
a boat in the early 1870s to cross what they thought 
was an underground lake. “It was a bust and sank, 
almost drowning Conrad,” says Sánchez. “Conrad’s 
Branch, inside Fort Stanton Cave, is named for him, 
and today pieces of ‘Conrad’s boat’ are still visible  
in the mud near Inscription Rock and along the sides 
of the cave.” Newspaperman Ash Upson—later 
ghostwriter of Pat Garrett’s biography, The Authentic 
Life of Billy the Kid—wrote in 1872 that General 
James Carleton and other officers were in the cave 
for at least two nights and “burned a box of candles 
but failed to find a terminus.” Five years later the 
Wheeler Survey, supervised by 1st Lt. George M. 
Wheeler, surveyed 2 miles of the cave. “Today 
members of the Fort Stanton Cave Study Project 
[fscsp.org] have mapped more than 31 miles,” 
Sánchez says, “rivaling the length of Carlsbad 
Caverns.” Learn more at wildwestmag.com.

SEE YOU LATER...

Mike  
Connors
Actor Mike Con- 
nors, 91, who died  
in Tarzana, Calif.,  
on Jan. 26, 2017,  
was best known as  
a private eye in the  
TV detective series 
Mannix (1967–75),  
but he was also a  
guest star in such  
early TV Westerns  
as Gunsmoke, The Life 
and Legend of Wyatt 
Earp, Cheyenne, Mav- 
erick, Wagon Train,  
Have Gun–Will Travel 
and Bronco. In the 
1966 remake of the 
1939 John Ford classic 
Stagecoach he played 
the gambler Hatfield.

John  
McDermott
Western historian and 
preservationist John  
D. “Jack” McDermott, 
81, a South Dakota 
native, died in Rapid 
City on New Year’s 
Eve 2016. He authored 
15 books, including  
A Guide to the Indian 
Wars of the West, Red 
Cloud’s War: The Boze- 
man Trail, 1866–1868 
and Red Cloud: Oglala 
Legend. From 1960 to 
’64 he was historian  
at the Fort Laramie 
National Historic Site, 
and he later served  
as policy director for  
the President’s Advi- 
sory Council on His- 
toric Preservation.

Barbara  
Hale
Actress Barbara  
Hale, 94, died in 
Sherman Oaks, Calif., 
on Jan. 26, 2017. Best 
known for her role  
as legal secretary  
Della Street on the  
TV detective series 
Perry Mason (1957–66), 
she also appeared in  
a number of Western 
films, including West  
of the Pecos (1945),  
with Robert Mitch- 
um; The Far Horizons 
(1955), with Fred Mac- 
Murray, Charlton 
Heston and Donna 
Reed; 7th Cavalry 
(1956), with Randolph 
Scott; and The Okla- 
homan (1957), with  
Joel McCrea.
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Homer and 
Remington 
Western artist Fred- 
eric Remington (1861– 
1909) shares billing with 
Eastern artist Winslow 
Homer (1836–1910) in 
“Homer and Reming-
ton in Black and White” 
through July 2 at the 
Amon Carter Museum 
of American Art in 
Fort Worth. Both artists 
became well known as 
illustrators for various 
periodicals. Among the 
Remington works on 
display are ‘The Right of 
the Road’: A Hazardous 
Encounter on a Rocky 
Mountain Trail (oil, 1900; 
see photo) and Types of 
Saddle Horses (ink and 
opaque watercolor on 
paper, circa 1892). Call 
817-738-1933 or visit 
cartermuseum.org.

Western Dogs 
“Dogs: Faithful and 
True,” showing at the 
Eiteljorg Museum in 
Indianapolis through 
Aug. 6, explores the 
enduring presence  
and contributions of 
dogs as companions, 
workers and heroes  
in American Indian 
and Western cultures. 
In addition to art and 
artifacts, dog-related 
programming will 
honor canines that 

Send upcoming event notices to Wild West, 1919 Gallows Road, Suite 400, 
Vienna, VA 22182-4038. Submit at least four months in advance.

Events of the west

Hollywood 
Southwest 
“Hollywood South-
west: New Mexico in 
Film and Television” 
runs through Aug. 27 
at the Albuquerque 
Museum in Old Town 
Albuquerque. The ex- 
hibit, guest curated  
by University of New 
Mexico professor and 
Wild West contributor 
Paul Andrew Hutton, 
features an array of 
posters, costumes and 
artifacts from a century 
of films made both in 
and about New Mexico. 
West-related subjects 
include Indian coun- 
try, the Civil War in 
New Mexico, frontier 
heroes (Kit Carson, 
Geronimo, Billy the 
Kid, Pat Garrett and 

Elfego Baca) and the 
Western genre in gen- 
eral. Call 505-243-7255 
or visit albuquerque 
museum.org.

MeagherFest 
2017
Part II of MeagherFest, 
which commemorates 

the life of Thomas 
Francis Meagher, 
the Irish national-
ist who served as 
acting governor of 
Montana Territory 
in 1865–66, takes 
place in and 
around Helena, 
Mont., June 
29–July 2.  

Part I was held earlier 
this year in Waterford, 
Ireland (Meagher’s 
birthplace). The festival 
will include historical 
presentations, panel 
discussions and guided 
tours of historic sites. 
Visit meagherfest.org.

Oklahoma Artists
“Cowboys and Indi- 
ans,” an exhibit show- 
casing the artwork  
of Oklahoma Hall of 
Fame members Har- 
old T. “H” Holden  
and Mike Larsen, runs 
April 20–Aug. 26  
at the Oklahoma Hall 
of Fame in Oklahoma 
City’s Gaylord-Pickens 
Museum. Holden and 
Larsen will present an 
artists’ talk on July 27. 
Call 405-235-4458 or 
visit oklahomahof.com.

Black Hills Talk
The symposium  
“Forts, Wars & Treaties 
on the Northern Plains” 
takes place June 1–3  
at Black Hills State 
University in Spear-
fish, S.D. The Case 
Library for Western 
Historical Studies and 
the Old Fort Meade 
Cavalry Museum are 
co-sponsoring the 
symposium, which 
relates the region’s rich 
history. Call 605-642-
6361 or visit bhsu.edu.

Train Robbery 
Great American Ad- 
ventures of Tijeras, 
N.M., offers “Jesse 
James’ Great Train 
Robbery,” a week- 
long horseback riding 
adventure featuring  

two “holdups” of the 
Durango & Silverton 
Narrow Gauge Rail- 
road, Sept 24–29. 
Other riding adven- 
tures on tap are “Wyatt 
Earp’s Vendetta Ride,” 
in Tombstone, Ariz., 
Oct. 15–20, and “John 
Wayne’s Monument 
Valley Horseback 
Ride,” in Utah/Ari- 
zona, Nov. 6–10. Call 
505-286-4585 or email 
s.m.shaw@msn.com.

have served as 
pack animals, 
guardians, hunt- 
ers and herders.  
In the 1948 How- 
ard Post oil Stormy 
Monday (below left), 
a cattle dog shadows 
a slickered cowboy 
doing his rainy day 
chores. Call 317- 
636-9378 or visit 
eiteljorg.org.

Curtis Images
Michigan’s Muske- 
gon Museum of Art 
presents “Edward  
S. Curtis: The North 
American Indian”  
May 11–Sept. 10. 
Call 231-720-2570  
or visit muskegonart 
museum.org.

West Meetings
Western Writers  
of America holds  
its convention in 
Kansas City, Mo., 
June 21-24. Visit 
westernwriters.org. 
The Wild West History 
Association has its 
roundup in Fort Worth 
July 15–17. Visit 
wildwesthistory.org.
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In 1970 historian and novelist Dee Brown chal-
lenged traditional views of the Indian wars with 
his book Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee. Now Peter 
Cozzens [petercozzens.net], acclaimed author and 
editor of 17 Civil War and Indian war histories, 
again rethinks that clash of cultures in his 2016 
book The Earth Is Weeping: The Epic Story of the 
Indian Wars for the American West  (reviewed in the 
April 2017 issue). Cozzens took time to speak with 
Wild West about the book.

What’s your opinion of Dee Brown’s book?
I first read Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee while in high school. 
I don’t recall too much about the book, except that I enjoyed it. 
Today I respect Brown for having written a book that ran counter 
to the tide of many decades of academic and popular work. But 
in trying to correct the vast record of injustice done the Ameri-
can Indians, he went too far in the other direction. Over the 
years I came to find it ironic that so crucial a period in our 
history remained defined by a book that made no attempt at 
historical balance. Brown made no secret of this. He gave as 
the stated purpose of his book the presentation of “the conquest 
of the American West as the victims experienced it,” hence the 
book’s subtitle, An Indian History of the American West. Brown’s 
definition of victims was misleading. There was no unified Indian 
resistance, as his book implies. All tribes famous for having 
resisted the whites were in fact torn into war and peace factions. 
And his definition of victims is severely circumscribed. Several 
tribes, such as the Shoshones, Pawnees and Crows, cast their lot 
with the whites. Brown dismissed these tribes as “mercenaries.” 
They, like the Army and government, became cardboard cutouts, 
mere foils for the “victims” in the story.

What motivated you to write The Earth Is Weeping?
I wanted to write something epic—that is to say, to cover a large 
swath of American history. I settled on the Indian wars in 
no small measure because of the absence of historical balance 
in Brown’s book.

What is the biggest misconception about the 
Indian wars?
So many myths have arisen about them that it’s tough to select 
the single greatest misconception. But I suppose I would have 
to say the notion that the Army was the implacable foe of the 
Indian, that generals were hell-bent on exterminating the Indians, 
is the most pernicious. 

How do you perceive the Indians who 
allied with whites? 
The Crows and Pawnees had long been at war with 
the more powerful Lakota-Cheyenne-Arapaho 
confederation and had lost much land to the com-
bined tribes. They saw their alliance with whites 
in terms of, as the saying goes, “The enemy of 
my enemy is my friend.” The Crows benefited 
substantially, ultimately regaining much land the 
Lakotas had seized from them. That includes the 
site of the Battle of the Little Bighorn. The Sho-

shones were led by Chief Washakie, who lived nearly 100 years 
and calculated that the tribe’s best hope for survival—and to 
some degree prosperity—lay in accommodation with the whites.

Did any historical figure jar your perceptions?
The Apache war leader and medicine man Geronimo. I found 
him to be a rather despicable character, albeit possessed with 
what the Apaches considered great spiritual powers uniquely 
valuable in war and raiding. As a fellow Chiricahua leader once 
said of him, “I have known Geronimo all my life up to his death 
and have never known anything good about him.” Geronimo 
drank to excess, possessed a paranoid streak and didn’t hesitate 
to deceive supposed allies. His personal following never ex-
ceeded a few dozen, but his perceived Power, with a capital “p,” 
was such that he could command the allegiance of considerably 
more in times of fighting. 

What question would you like to answer?
The question: How can you maintain that your book is fair and 
balanced when you seemingly exculpate the government of genocide? 
My reply: Federal Indian policy during the era of the Indian 
wars of the American West had at its heart the removal of Indi-
ans from overland travel routes and from proximity to white 
settlements and their placement on reservations, where they 
would be “civilized and Christianized.” Indians who resisted 
would be treated as hostile until they surrendered, after which 
they would be assimilated on reservations. Implementation of 
the policy left much to be desired—corruption in the Indian 
Bureau was rampant.... That the Indian way of life would vanish 
in the process of “civilizing” was taken for granted, so in today’s 
parlance it would not be wrong to say that cultural genocide 
occurred. But it was never the intent of the government to 
physically exterminate the Indian. 

Read the full interview online at WildWestMag.com.

PETER COZZENS REASSESSES THE NARRATIVE IN HIS NEW BOOK 
 THE EARTH IS WEEPING  BY JOHNNY D. BOGGS

BALANCING THE STORY
OF THE INDIAN WARS



14101 Southcross Drive W., Dept. RCK -01
Burnsville, Minnesota 55337  www.stauer.com

• Full tang 4 ¼" stainless steel blade, 9" overall length • Genuine horn, wood and bone handle • Polished brass guard and spacers • Includes leather sheath 

Stauer®

Smart Luxuries—Surprising Prices™

River Canyon Bowie Knife $79*

Rating of A+

Offer Code Price Only $49 + S&P Save $30

18003332045
Your Insider Offer Code: RCK 01
You must use the insider offer code to get our special price.

*Discount is only for customers who use the offer code versus the listed original Stauer.com price.

Not shown
actual size.

You are a man of the wilderness. The only plan you have is to walk up
that mountain until you feel like stopping. You tell your friends that

it’s nothing personal, but this weekend belongs to you.
You’ve come prepared with your River Canyon Bowie Knife sheathed at
your side. This hand-forged, unique knife comes shaving sharp with a
perfectly fitted hand-tooled sheath. The broad stainless steel blade shines
in harmony with the stunning striped horn, wood and bone 
handle. When you feel the heft of the knife in your hand, you know that
you’re ready for whatever nature throws at you.  
This knife boasts a full tang blade, meaning
the blade doesn’t stop at the handle, it runs
the full length of the knife. According to
Gear Patrol, a full tang blade is key, saying “A
full tang lends structural strength to the knife,
allowing for better leverage ...think one long
steel beam versus two.”
With our limited edition River Canyon
Bowie Knife you’re getting the best in 21st-
century construction with a classic look
inspired by legendary American pioneers.
What you won’t get is the trumped up price
tag. We know a thing or two about the
hunt–– like how to seek out and capture an
outstanding, collector’s-quality knife that
won’t cut into your bank account.
This quintessential American knife can be yours to use out in
the field or to display as the art piece it truly is. But don’t wait.
A knife of this caliber typically cost hundreds. Priced at an 
amazing $49, we can’t guarantee this knife will stick around for
long. So call today!
Your satisfaction is 100% guaranteed. Feel the knife in your
hands, wear it on your hip, inspect the craftsmanship. If you
don’t feel like we cut you a fair deal, send it back within 60 days
for a complete refund of the sale price. But we believe that once
you wrap your fingers around the River Canyon’s handle, you’ll
be ready to carve your own niche into the wild frontier. 

When it’s you against nature, there’s only one tool you need:
the stainless steel River Canyon Bowie Knife—now ONLY $49!

How to Be Cut Off From Civilization

BONUS! Call today and you’ll
also receive this genuine
leather sheath!

What customers are saying
about Stauer knives...
�����
“First off, the shipping was fast
and the quality is beyond what
I paid for the knife. Overall I
am a satisfied customer!”
— D., Houston, Texas

TAKE 38%
OFF INSTANTLY!
When you use your

INSIDER
OFFER CODE



W E S T E R N E R S

WILD WEST   J U N E  2 0 1 718

LE
E

 A
. S

IL
VA

 M
E

M
O

R
IA

L 
C

O
LL

E
C

TI
O

N

Late historian and  
Wild West contributor  
Lee Silva pointed out  
that unlike cavalrymen  
in tailored and pressed 
uniforms in John Ford 
Westerns, this trooper in 
a “rumpled, nondescript 
uniform more closely 
resembles what a soldier 
chasing Apaches in the 
field looked like in Ari- 
zona Territory in the 
1870s and 1880s.”  
Note the trooper’s tell- 
tale saber and spurs. 
Photographer Henry 
Buehman settled in 
Tucson in 1874, opened 
his own studio a year 
later and spent decades 
capturing Arizona people 
and places. This young 
man’s identity and post 
are unknown, but Silva 
noted that the foliage  
in the painted back- 
drop “is similar to the 
foliage that appears in 
the earliest photos of 
Camp Huachuca,” in the 
southeastern part of the 
territory. Silva published 
the image in Tombstone 
Before the Earps—Vol. II, 
Part 1 of his uncompleted 
Wyatt Earp: A Biography 
of the Legend. 

THE UNIFORM DOES 
NOT MAKE THE MAN
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City Marshal William Warren 
(left) doubled the size of the
L.A. police department in 1869  
and remained chief a year later
when officer Joe Dye (below)  
shot him outside the courthouse. 

UNFRIENDLY FIRE  
IN THE CITY OF ANGELS

GREED CLAIMED THE ONLY L.A. POLICE CHIEF KILLED  
IN THE LINE OF DUTY  BY J.R. SANDERS

L os Angeles, California, has never been a stranger 
to gunplay in the streets. Yet the “City of Angels” 
perhaps experienced no stranger shooting incident, 
at least in her first century, than the one on Hallow-

een 1870 that put half the city’s full-time officers out of action 
and claimed the only L.A. police chief killed in the line of duty.

William Crossman Warren came to Los Angeles from his na-
tive New York in 1858 and within months was serving as a police 
officer. He proved such a dedicated and efficient lawman that on 
May 6, 1865, citizens elected him city marshal over a force com-
prising two full-time officers, two special (part-time) officers and 
a jailer. The growing population and a consequent boost in crime 
called for new hires, and in 1869 Marshal Warren doubled his 
full-time force from three to six, adding an assistant marshal and 
two more officers. One of the latter was Joseph Franklin Dye.

In retrospect, Billy Warren’s choice of Joe Dye seems odd. 
Warren was a New York Yankee, Dye an unapologetic Confed-
erate sympathizer. Though Dye had previously served the city as 
a special officer, he had resigned under a cloud the year before 
over his heavy-handed tactics. Still, desperate times sometimes 
call not only for desperate measures but also desperate men. 
Whatever his faults, Dye had proven his mettle. Warren assigned 
him to patrol the city’s tough Chinatown district, which included 
Calle de los Negros, an infamous vice den the Los Angeles News 
dubbed “the chosen abode of the pariahs of society.”

Though Warren had lobbied for Dye’s appointment, their 
political differences caused an immediate rift when Warren also 
hired fellow Yankee Jack Rhodes. The rift widened in July 1870 
after Dye shot and killed Jacob B. “Jake” Long, a suspected horse 
thief Dye claimed had tried to escape en route to jail. Although 
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Warren’s fatal affray  
with fellow Los Angeles 
lawman Dye unfolded 
outside the courthouse  
in the city’s Temple Block.

the shooting was deemed justifiable, questions re-
mained, in part because the complainant in the 
theft was a personal friend of Dye’s. Tensions be-
tween Warren and Dye reached the point that the 
marshal was heard to remark, “If Joe Dye ever 
crooks his finger at me, I’ll shoot him like a dog.”

Simmering hostility between the marshal and 
his subordinate boiled over in late October. Earlier 
that month a Chinese indentured prostitute named 
Sing Lo fled Chinatown reportedly after stealing 
valuable jewelry from the house of her “employer.” 
Warren took Officer José Redona and trailed the 
woman about 70 miles northwest to Ventura, moti-
vated at least in part by a $100 reward offered for 
her capture. Back in Los Angeles, Dye busied him-
self sending telegrams to surrounding jurisdictions, 
advising them of the warrant for the fugitive’s arrest. 
By the time Warren and Redona rode into Ventura, 
the local marshal had Sing Lo in custody.

Warren and Redona returned with their prisoner 
on the 31st, first stopping by the jail, where Dye 
insisted the marshal divvy the reward three ways. 
Warren angrily refused, then he and Redona took 
Sing Lo to the county courthouse for arraignment. 
Dye followed them. There the marshal collected the 
reward, splitting it with Redona. As Warren, Redona 
and Officer Robert Hester left the courthouse with 
Sing Lo, headed back to the jail, Dye again followed 
them. Expecting trouble, Warren slipped a derrin-
ger from his pocket, palming it in his left hand.

A voice called out, “Warren! Oh, Warren!” The 
marshal stopped and turned to find Dye approach-
ing, clearly agitated. Dye closed to within arm’s 
length, angrily claiming Warren had robbed him of 
his due share of the Sing Lo reward. Warren, con-
cealing the derringer behind his back, responded 
in kind, calling Dye a “damned dirty liar.”

At almost the same instant Warren brought the 
derringer to bear and fired. The round grazed Dye’s 
forehead, staggering him. Quickly recovering his 
footing, he pulled his Colt revolver. Warren trig-
gered the second barrel of his derringer, firing wide, 
then drew his own sidearm with his right hand. 
The men began firing point-blank at one another, 
Warren ducking behind Redona for cover. A bullet 
from Dye’s pistol struck Redona in the upper right 
arm, while stray shots hit Hester in the hand and 
shattered the jaw of a Chinese bystander. Dye’s aim 
ultimately proved true, Warren falling to the side-
walk in a seated position, two bullets in his pelvis, 
another lodged in his silver pocket watch.

“I am killed!” Warren cried. Using both hands, he 
leveled his pistol at Dye for a kill shot. Dye rushed 
the fallen marshal and knocked the weapon aside. 
They grappled on the sidewalk, Dye biting a piece 
out of Warren’s ear, until bystanders separated them 

and carried off Warren to seek medical attention. 
He died the next morning. Dye was arrested and 
later posted $2,000 bail. Curiously, he remained on 
duty pending his day in court. When it came, a jury 
acquitted him, deeming he’d fired in self-defense. 
The city did strip Dye of his badge, however.

Live by the sword, die by the sword. Although it 
took two decades, marred by another questionable 
shooting death in Ventura County (a jury convicted 
the former officer of killing one Herman Haines, 
then acquitted him on retrial), Joe Dye’s life of 
promiscuous and dubious gunplay caught up with 
him. On May 14, 1891, mere blocks from where 
he’d killed Warren, he was shotgunned in ambush 
from a hotel room window by a man whose life 
he’d threatened over a business deal gone sour. In 
his threats Dye had invoked the late Long, Warren 
and Haines, making it plain he felt no remorse for 
killing them and wasn’t afraid to add another to his 
record. As with Dye, a jury acquitted his killer on 
a finding of self-defense. Dye’s hometown news-
paper expressed little remorse at his passing. “It 
often happens,” wrote the Santa Paula Chronicle, 
“that men die unregretted and unmissed, but it 
rarely happens that a man’s death, either naturally 
or violently, is a cause of rejoicing.”

Warren’s legacy did him better credit. Two gen-
erations later his grandson Eugene Warren Biscailuz 
served as a Los Angeles County deputy sheriff and 
undersheriff, was appointed founding superinten-
dent of the California Highway Patrol and was 
elected to six consecutive terms as sheriff, holding 
the office from 1932 to ’58. 
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Frank Huston may be the  
man standing behind the 

seated one in this portrait  
of a party that searched  
for Geronimo in Mexico  
in the summer of 1886.
Opposite: In Run of the  

Arrow (1957) a Huston-like 
character, played by Rod 

Steiger, speaks with a chief, 
played by Charles Bronson. 

WAS REBEL FRANK HUSTON
ALSO A ‘SIOUX RENEGADE’?

HE LIVED WITH THE LAKOTAS BUT LIKELY 
DIDN’T FIGHT CUSTER  BY JOHN KOSTER

F rank Huston “was an ‘Unreconstructed Reb…who 
had no good word for any man who wore the blue,” 
Colonel William A. Graham wrote in The Custer 
Myth , published in 1953. “Though he denied that 

he fought with [the Plains Indians], how else did he go about it 
to ‘even up the score’?”

Graham himself had worn the blue. Trained as a lawyer, he 
had served along the Mexican border in 1916–17, later joined 
the Judge Advocate General’s Corps and retired from the Army 
in 1939. Having corresponded with Huston in preparation for 
his book, he remained on the fence as to whether Frank had 
fought George Armstrong Custer at the June 25–26, 1876, Battle 
of the Little Bighorn. Arthur Sullivan Hoffman, who edited 

articles Huston wrote in the early 1920s for the pulp magazine 
Adventure , believed Huston had fought Colonel Custer but was 
never able to provide Graham with solid proof. Huston himself 
talked around the subject.

“I was a squaw man, yes,” he wrote Graham in 1925, “but I was 
not present at the Little Bighorn. I was 50 miles away, headed 
thereto. But O—how I would have liked to have been there! Yet 
as a matter of fact, there were white men there; not with the 
Sioux, but with other nations present. Put yourself in their place. 
Would you, then or now, acknowledge it?”

Huston’s knowledge of Indian customs and culture was genuine, 
and his knowledge of the battle seems first-hand, if contrary to 
stereotypes on both sides.
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“I judge that [Major Marcus] Reno (as one of his 
‘skippers’ later told me) became rattled,” Huston 
wrote Graham, “but he did not stampede and saved 
his command by pushing up the bluffs. That the 
battalion did stampede, I concede, but our people 
(i.e., the Indians) had ‘put the fear of God’ into the 
men. Reno’s record in the War Between the States 
refutes any accusation of cowardice; but he was 
ignorant of Indian methods of fighting and made 
a convenient ‘goat.’

“While I believe there were white men with the 
Indians at the Little Bighorn, they were not with 
the Sioux, because [Sitting] Bull was ‘peculiar’ and 
at such times objected forcibly to the presence 
even of half-breeds.”

“[Huston’s] personal history was a sad one,” 
Graham noted. Frank told the author he had grown 
up in Richmond, Va., and was a teenaged Confed-
erate soldier during the last years of the Civil War. 
“He was a youth doing a man’s work in the ranks 
of [Robert E.] Lee’s army,” Graham wrote. “When 
Richmond fell, his mother, who had remained at 
the family home, was assaulted and beaten with 
rifle butts by drunken soldiers of [Maj. Gen. God-
frey] Weitzel’s command, who were the first to 
enter the city. She died as a result of her injuries, 
and her son was never able even to locate her grave.

“That this shocking tragedy embittered him is 
easy to understand; and shortly after the cessation 
of hostilities, he made his way West, without taking 
the oath of allegiance, and joined the Sioux, de-
termined to ‘even the score against the blue bellies,’ 
as did many others.”

While the story is not impossible, General Weit-
zel’s leniency to Southern civilians, his distribu-
tion of rations, and his chivalrous posting of armed 
Union guards at the home of General Lee’s wife, 
Mary, who had remained in Richmond, are well 
recorded. Most historians concur homegrown loot-
ers did far more damage to the Confederate capital 
than did federal soldiers.

That Huston lived with the Lakotas is beyond 
doubt, borne out by specifics from his correspon-
dence with Graham.

“From ’66 to ’81, with some time off, I was mainly 
in tepees,” he wrote, “and in all that time I never 
saw a grown male white taken prisoner, nor heard 
of one.” Contemporary accounts suggest Lakotas 
killed enemy combatants quickly. That they scalped 
dead male enemies and mutilated their bodies—
thus crippling them in the afterworld, according to 
their beliefs—was mistaken for torture by horrified 
soldiers and may have prompted some at the Little 
Bighorn to commit suicide rather than surrender.

“I find almost no one with a proper understand-
ing of the attitude of Bull et al.,” Huston wrote. “As 

Tatanka (i.e., Sitting Bull) said, ‘We ask only to be 
left alone.’ ([Black] Kettle said the same.) ‘All we 
wish is that you yellow-faces keep out of our coun-
try. We don’t want to fight you. This is our county. 
The Great Spirit gave it to us. Keep out, and we 
will be friends.’

“Although somewhat addicted to snobbishness,” 
Huston continued, “yet I hate pretense, and George 
Custer has always been anathema to me. His massa-
cre of Kettle’s band on the Washita was a fitting 
supplement to Sand Creek, where Kettle’s first 
abuse by whites occurred.

“If you go into a fight, highly confident of your 
ability to whip 10 times your weight in wounded 
wildcats and suddenly find the shoe is on the other 
foot, then you may get a true idea of ‘Le Grand 
Poseur ’ and his command.”

While Huston may not have been in on the finish 
at the Little Bighorn, his participation in another 
key event of the Indian wars is well established. 
In 1886 he signed on as a packer with Lieutenant 
Charles Gatewood’s successful expedition to con-
vince Apache Chief Geronimo to surrender. A 
photo from that campaign (opposite) reportedly 
shows Huston, though his identity remains un-
verified. However, a Hollywood director may have 
based a movie on the “Unreconstructed Reb.”

In 1957 Sam Fuller filmed Run of the Arrow, about 
an Irish Confederate named O’Meara (portrayed 
by Rod Steiger) who at war’s end refuses to surren-
der, instead heading west and eventually marrying 
into a Sioux band under the fictional Blue Buffalo 
(Charles Bronson). O’Meara respects them to a 
point but is appalled by their torture of a glory- 
seeking officer (Ralph Meeker), whom they’d cap-
tured after massacring his command. O’Meara 
ends the officer’s agony by shooting him. Frank 
Huston might not have endorsed the ending.  

‘from ’  
to ’81, witH 
some time 
off, i was 
mainly in 
tepees,  
and in all 
that time  
I never saw 
a grown 
male white 
taken  
prisoner, 
nor heard 
of one’
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THE TIMBER KINGS OF 
NORTHERN ARIZONA

MATT, TIM AND MIKE RIORDAN MADE A FORTUNE AND 
FUNDED THE GROWTH OF FLAGSTAFF  BY JIM PETTENGILL

The sons of hardscrabble immigrants, Matt, Tim 
and Mike Riordan were an unlikely trio to become 
timber barons. Matt learned mining on the job in 
Nevada and Arizona, Tim ran away from home to 

join a circus, and Mike planned to become a Jesuit priest. By 1890 
they had come together in the railroad town of Flagstaff as partners 
in the preeminent timber company in northern Arizona Territory.

Denis Matthew “Matt” Riordan was born in 1848 in Troy, N.Y., 
and grew up in Chicago with a little sister and three younger half- 
brothers. Their father, Irish-born Timothy Riordan, had immi-
grated to the United States with English-born wife Alice Knowles 
in 1848, just before Matt’s birth. After Alice died in childbirth 
in 1852, Timothy married Irish immigrant Mary White. A half- 
dozen or more of the Riordan siblings didn’t survive childhood.

After Civil War service in the Union Army young Matt headed 
west. In 1868 the would-be miner moved to Nevada, where he 
married French-born Celine Beer in 1878. In 1880 they moved 
to Arizona Territory, and two years later Interior Secretary Henry 
M. Tiller appointed Matt agent for the Navajo tribe at Fort Defi-
ance. In 1883 lumber company owner Edward E. Ayer contacted 
the agent, seeking weavers to produce Navajo blankets for exhibit 
at that year’s Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition. Impressed 
by Matt’s professionalism, and with Secretary Tiller’s blessing, 
Ayer offered him the position of general manager of his Flagstaff 
company. Riordan resigned as Navajo agent in August 1883, hav-
ing submitted a blistering final report that listed “gross wrongs per-
petrated by the government on the Navajos,” including inadequate 
provisions and farm equipment, scant medical aid, poor schooling 
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and no police. He arrived in Flagstaff in spring 1884 
to assume management of the Ayer Lumber Co.

Brother Mike had since contracted tuberculosis 
and dropped his Jesuit studies in Florissant, Mo. 
In 1885, at Matt’s urging, he moved to Flagstaff, 
where the 7,000-foot altitude and dry air might 
improve his condition. Indeed, he recovered suffi-
ciently to begin helping in the company office.

In 1886 Tim joined his brothers and was soon 
directing daily operations. The business prospered, 
and in 1887 Ayer sold the company to Matt. The 
three brothers, with investor Frederick Sisson, 
became partners in the largest lumber company in 
northern Arizona, in the midst of the world’s largest 
Ponderosa pine forest, at the height of the railroad 
era. To facilitate transportation of timber from the 
forest to the mill, they purchased the assets of the 
bankrupt Arizona Mineral Belt Railroad and incor-
porated the Central Arizona Railway in 1889. With 
the acquisition of important railroad and cattle 
contracts, the Riordans incorporated their venture 
in 1890 as the Arizona Lumber & Timber Co.

As the business took root, a restless Matt spent 
more and more time away from Flagstaff, and in 
1897 he sold his stake in the company to his broth-
ers and Fred Sisson. Matt then resumed a career in 
mining, eventually settling in San Francisco. By the 
turn of the 20th century Arizona Lumber & Timber 
had annual contracts to provide 400,000 railroad 
ties and had opened a new mill, the largest and 
most modern in the state, capable of producing 
some 60,000 board feet of lumber a day.

With lucrative contracts in place and almost 
1 million acres of timber rights, the brothers’ future 
seemed assured. They became fast friends with 
another set of brothers, the Babbitts, who had come 
to Flagstaff from Ohio around the same time to 
ranch and operate stores. Tim and Mike met and 
married sisters Caroline and Elizabeth Metz, who 
were cousins of the Babbitt brothers. The Riordans 
had become wealthy. They were also devout Cath-
olics with a desire to help the less fortunate. They 
soon became active in Flagstaff’s growth.

In 1887 they hired a doctor to work at the mill 
and soon provided full medical care for workers, 
charging them $1 a month for the privilege. Mike 
spearheaded the effort to build Flagstaff’s first Cath-
olic church, which held its opening mass on Christ-
mas Eve 1888. They continued to support the town’s 
Catholic community, building a small church near a 
satellite mill east of town in 1916, as well as Our Lady 
of Guadalupe Church in a Spanish-speaking part of 
town in 1926. Mike designed the gargoyles installed 
on yet another new Catholic church in 1930.

Education was another of the Riordans’ causes. 
Matt donated 600 books to the first community 

library in 1890 and spearheaded fundraising for a 
new public school that opened in 1895. Tim, Mike 
and Fred Sisson also lobbied the territorial legisla-
ture for establishment of the Northern Arizona Nor-
mal School—a teacher’s college. Opened in 1899, it 
grew into present-day Northern Arizona University.

When Andrew E. Douglass ventured West in 
1894 searching on behalf of Boston-based astrono-
mer Percival Lowell for a location to build an obser-
vatory, Matt encouraged him to choose Flagstaff 
due to its high altitude, clear skies and good weather. 
When Douglass agreed, Matt lobbied the town to 
provide land and build a road to the site. The ob-
servatory became world famous for Lowell’s obser-
vations of Mars and the discovery of Pluto in 1930.

In 1907, eager to regenerate the Ponderosa pine 
forest on which their livelihood depended, the 
brothers contacted Gifford Pinchot, founding di-
rector of the U.S. Forest Service, who the following 
year established the agency’s first research station 
at Fort Valley, just outside Flagstaff. Concern for 
the growing city’s water supply (and a desire for a 
recreation site) inspired Tim to spearhead construc-
tion of a dam southeast of town. He named it Lake 
Mary, after his mother and eldest daughter.

With two brothers married to sisters, the Riordan 
families remained close, and in 1903 Tim and Mike 
commissioned architect Charles F. Whittlesey, who 
was designing the El Tovar Hotel at nearby Grand 
Canyon, to design connecting homes for their fam-
ilies. He designed two 6,000-square-foot homes 
joined by a 1,000-square-foot “rendezvous” room; 
the structure was built in the Arts and Crafts style of 
local stone and wood frame construction with log-
slab siding. Gustav Stickley and other top craftsmen 
furnished it. Matt Riordan died in 1928, Mike in 
1930 and Tim in 1946. Their descendants donated 
the home to the state in the 1980s, and it is open to 
the public today as Riordan Mansion State Historic 
Park [azstateparks.com/riordan-mansion].  

Opposite left: Arizona 
Lumber & Timber Co. 
employees pose in 1890. 
Opposite right, from top: 
Brothers Matt, Tim and 
Mike Riordan. Matt sold 
his stake in the company 
in 1897. Below: A Central 
Arizona Railway train 
prepares to unload logs 
at the company yard.
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Among the Charles Russell 
paintings in the Gilcrease 
collection is Wagon Boss. 
Below: Museum namesake 
Thomas Gilcrease posed 
for this 1958 portrait by 
Charles Banks Wilson.

OIL BARON TO
OIL COLLECTOR

OKLAHOMA ENTREPRENEUR THOMAS GILCREASE DEEDED HIS ART TO TULSA 
WITH THE GILCREASE MUSEUM  BY JOHNNY D. BOGGS

Thomas Gilcrease got the idea to 
collect art while touring Europe. He 
got the funds in Oklahoma, where 
he was raised and made his fortune.

Gilcrease was born in 1890 in Louisiana, but 
his growing family soon moved to his one-
fourth Creek mother’s homeland in Oklahoma 
Territory, where his father ran a cotton gin. 
When the government split reservation land 
into privately owned parcels, Gilcrease’s Creek 
heritage entitled him to a 160-acre allotment 
that turned out to be rich with oil. Wildcatters discovered the 
Glenn Pool reserve in 1905, and by 1917 more than 30 pro-
ducing oil wells dotted Gilcrease’s land. In 1922 he started 
his own Gilcrease Oil Co.

Fast forward two decades. Gilcrease had estab-
lished his company headquarters in San Anto-
nio, Texas, and an office in Paris. His exten-
sive European travels in turn led him to start 
collecting art, while his Indian heritage and 
Western roots made those the focus of his collec-
tion. In 1943 he opened the Gilcrease Museum 
[gilcrease.org] at the oil company headquar-
ters in San Antonio, and when the company 
moved to Tulsa, he opened a public gallery on 
his estate there.

Over the next several years oil prices dropped, and Gilcrease 
faced debts galore. As he mulled selling off his art, Tulsa orga-
nized a 1954 bond election to pay his debts, and Gilcrease 
deeded his massive collection, buildings and all, to the city.
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M Frederic Remington is 
also well represented  
at the Gilcrease with  
such works as his 1908 
oil-on-canvas With the  
Eye of the Mind, as well 
as 18 of his 22 bronzes.

That’s the history of the museum in a nutshell, 
but it doesn’t begin to tell the story. The collec-
tion—comprising nearly a half-million artworks, 
artifacts, books and other materials—does that. 
Suffice it to say only 6 percent of the collection is 
on display at any given time.

“Gilcrease wanted to put together a collection that 
would do for the United States what European mu-
seums had done for Europe,” says Laura Fry, senior 
curator at the Gilcrease since leaving the presti-
gious Tacoma (Wash.) Art Museum in 2015. “It’s just 
as significant and carries the same historic weight.”

At the heart of the collection are more than 
12,000 works of fine art, featuring standouts by 
such Western icons as Frederic Remington, in-
cluding 18 of his 22 bronzes, as well as his thought- 
provoking 1908 oil on canvas With the Eye of the 
Mind. Also well represented is Charles M. Russell, 
from his iconic 1909 oil on canvas Wagon Boss to 
preparatory sketches, illustrated letters and some 
13,000 other personal items, objects and images. 
Gilcrease was also an admirer of Joseph Henry 
Sharp, a founding member of New Mexico’s Taos 
Society of Artists. The museum founder pur-
chased almost 350 of Sharp’s works, 200 from the 
artist personally.

“Gilcrease far outpaced his contemporaries, not 
only in sheer number of acquisitions but also in 
the breadth and elasticity of his collecting vision,” 
Byron Price writes in his introduction to Treasures 
of Gilcrease: Selections From the Permanent Collection. 
“Besides securing stunning artworks, the Okla-
homan bought thousands of rare books, manu-
scripts and documents, including certified copies 

of the U.S. Declaration of Independence and of 
the Articles of Confederation.”

Visitors also find works by George Catlin, Al-
bert Bierstadt, Thomas Moran, Alfred Jacob Miller, 
Olaf Seltzer and many others. Chiricahua Apache 
sculptor Allan Houser’s outdoor bronze Sacred 
Rain Arrow graces the museum entrance.

Gilcrease became fascinated with archaeology 
and ethnology and financed field excavations of 
Mississippi Valley Indian mounds. Reflecting his 
interest, the museum’s anthropology collection 
features hundreds of thousands of objects.

But the Gilcrease isn’t just about the past. Through 
August 27 the museum presents “Textured Por-
traits,” featuring Ken Blackbird’s photos of reser-
vation life in present-day Montana and Wyoming, 
while through December it hosts “The Essence 
of Place,” an exhibition of photographer David 
Halpern’s black-and-white Western scenics.

Nor is the Gilcrease solely focused on Western art 
and history. You’ll also find works by Thomas Eak-
ins, Charles Willson Peale, John Singleton Copley, 
Winslow Homer, John James Audubon and Wil-
liam Merritt Chase. The archival collection, housed 
at the Gilcrease’s Helmerich Center for American 
Research, includes more than 100,000 items. 

Gilcrease died on May 6, 1962, and is interred 
on the museum grounds. “Every man must leave 
a track, and it might as well be a good one,” was 
his personal philosophy. His art collection and the 
museum that bears his name have certainly left a 
good track, and their future appears secure. In 2008 
the city of Tulsa partnered with the University of 
Tulsa to preserve and advance the Gilcrease.  

‘gilcrease 
wanted  
to put  
together  
a collec-
tion that 
would do  
for the 
united 
states 
what  
european 
museums 
had done 
for  
europe’
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GERONIMO CALLED WIFE 
HUERA ‘THE BRAVEST  
OF APACHE WOMEN’

SHE FLED MEXICAN CAPTIVITY AND FOUGHT OFF A MOUNTAIN LION  
EN ROUTE TO HER APACHE HOMELAND  BY JOHN P. MCWILLIAMS

Apache oral tradition records several brave women, 
such as Lozen, sister of Chihenne Chief Victorio, 
who reportedly participated in Chiricahua raids 
in the 1870s and ’80s. Not as well known but 

certainly courageous in her own right was Huera, or Tze-gu-juni 
(her Chihenne name, meaning “Pretty Mouth”). She was not a 
combatant, but her second husband, the Bedonkohe Apache 
warrior Geronimo, called her “the bravest of Apache women.”

Little is known of Huera’s youth. She was born circa 1847. 
During a fierce thunderstorm lightning struck her, her mother 
and her sister, and only Tze-gu-juni survived. She was in her 
early 30s on Oct. 14, 1880, when a Mexican ambush claimed 
the lives of Victorio, other Chihennes and their Mescalero 

Apache allies at Tres Castillos, Chihuahua, Mexico. The Mexicans 
captured Tze-gu-juni and nearly 70 other Apache women and 
children, sending them to Mexico City as slaves. Her Mexican 
owners called Tze-gu-juni Francesca (Frances), or Huera, a corrup-
tion of guera, Spanish slang for a fair-skinned or fair-haired 
female. Though neither, Huera must have seemed fairer than 
other captured Apache women. While in captivity she learned 
Spanish fluently, allowing her to later serve as a translator at 
the San Carlos Apache Indian Reservation in Arizona Territory. 

After four or five years in forced servitude she and several 
others escaped their hacienda prison near Mexico City with 
only one knife and one blanket among them. Ahead of them 
lay a daunting trek of some 1,300 miles. They survived the Chi-

The Chiricahua Apache  
woman Huera was married  
in turn to Mangas (opposite  
bottom), son of Chihenne  
Chief Mangas Coloradas,  
and then Geronimo (below).
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ished. Maybe so you go to Sonora, and he no catch 
you. I have spoken.” The next day Geronimo, 
Mangas and some 145 other Apaches bolted from 
the reservation, joined within a few days by Chi-
huahua and Naiche. Soon following in pursuit were 
some 5,000 U.S. Army troops. “In analyzing this 
pivotal moment in Chiricahua history,” writes his-
torian Edwin R. Sweeney in From Cochise to Geron-
imo, “we should not underestimate the influence 
of Huera.” 

The renegade warrior leaders probably brought 
their families with them. Later that year, however, 
soldiers captured Huera and many of the other 
wives and children in raids and held them hostage—
first at Fort Apache and later Fort Bowie. Authori-
ties hoped their captivity would convince the rene-
gade warriors to surrender. In March 1886 Geronimo 
and others did promise to surrender to Crook at 
Cañon de los Embudos (Canyon of the Funnels) in 
the Sierra Madre of Sonora. But as they approached 
the Arizona Territory border, Geronimo, Naiche 
and some 40 followers bolted, and only Chihuahua 
and his band came in. Not until September 4 did 
Geronimo and Naiche also surrender, to Brig. Gen. 
Nelson Miles at Skeleton Canyon, Arizona Territory.

The government shipped not only Geronimo 
and the other renegade Apaches to Florida as pris-
oners of war, but also the Apache scouts who had 
worked for the Army, as well as most of the re-
maining San Carlos Chiricahuas, including the 
brave Huera, Lozen and Dahteste (said to be a 
female warrior like Lozen). Their POW status was 
supposed to last two years but stretched to a quarter- 
century for many, unless they first died from mal-
nutrition or disease. The death rate at Fort Marion 
was especially high among children and the el-
derly, and Huera sang dirges, much appreciated 
by the other mournful prisoners. She also served 
in a religious role as a shaman.

Geronimo, Huera and the others were ultimately 
transferred to Fort Sill, Indian Territory (present- 
day Oklahoma), and he later took her as one of 
his many wives. The date of Huera’s death is un-
certain. Some say she died in 1892. Author Peter 
Aleshire contends it was sometime after 1894. Other 
sources claim she died at Fort Sill in 1901 or ’02, 
when she was about 54. Geronimo himself died 
at age 79 in 1909. The Chiricahua chief and his 
bravest of wives lie alongside one another in the 
Beef Creek Apache Cemetery at Fort Sill.  

John P. McWilliams recently published a second 
edition of his book Against the Wind: Courageous 
Apache Women, which profiles Lozen, Huera and 
four other Apache heroines. He gives regular talks 
about them in New Mexico.

huahuan Desert by eating the tuna, or fruit, of prickly 
pear cacti and other wild foods. En route a moun-
tain lion attacked Huera, seeking a quick kill by 
going for her throat. She managed to tighten a blan-
ket around her neck for protection, but the cougar 
tore at her scalp, parting it from her skull. Still she 
fought on, eventually plunging a knife into the ani-
mal’s heart. The mountain lion was dead, but Huera 
was in bad shape. The other women reattached her 
scalp with thorns and used the cougar’s own sputum 
to help heal her wounds. Resting only briefly, Huera 
soon resumed the slog north with the others. After 
several months the weary travelers finally reached 
San Carlos, shocking family and friends with their 
fortitude. The scars on Huera’s chest, hands and 
face from the cougar mauling remained with her 
the rest of her life. She seemed both brave and 
charmed to have survived such an ordeal.

Once back at San Carlos she interpreted for the 
U.S. Army, became a mother figure to many young 
Apache women and served her people as a shaman. 
She also became an expert maker of tiswin, a fer-
mented alcoholic beverage brewed from corn and 
in high demand on the reservations. She had learned 
the skill while a slave in Mexico. Authorities at San 
Carlos discouraged its use, as Apache males who 
consumed great quantities of it became unruly or 
lazy and sometimes abusive to their women and 
children. Regardless, the Apaches resisted any inter-
ference with its production or consumption.

On May 16, 1885, at San Carlos, Geronimo made 
a decision based partly on fear of being seized and 
executed, partly on tiswin intoxication, and partly 
on a rousing speech by Huera, who was then mar-
ried to Mangas (son of famed Apache leader Mangas 
Coloradas). “If you are old women and children, 
you will stay here and wait to receive your punish-
ment,” she said. “But if you are warriors you will 
take the warpath and the Gray Fox [Brig. Gen. 
George Crook] must catch you before you are pun-

TISWIN & 
Trouble
Tiswin derives  
from fermented 
corn, which was 
plentiful on the  
San Carlos Apache 
Indian Reservation. 
The Apaches held 
expert tiswin makers 
like Huera in high 
regard. Though not 
as strong as the 
alcoholic drinks 
favored by their 
American and  
Mexican enemies 
(whiskey and te- 
quila, respectively), 
the Apaches con- 
sumed tiswin in large 
quantities, making 
its effects potent  
and dangerous. “The 
Apaches’ right to 
make tiswin, and the 
problems that often 
resulted, inevitably 
led to trouble,” writes 
Edwin Sweeney  
in From Cochise  
to Geronimo. —J.M.
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In Quest of the Cree,
by Z.S. Liang,
greenwichworkshop.com ©
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STYLE 
In this issue we 

explore the works  
of artist Z.S. Liang,  
visit a luxury dude 
ranch in Colorado, 
raise a glass of Old 
Overholt whiskey 

and more 
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Z.S. Liang’s Western Vision
Initially inspired by studying and painting the 
Wampanoag Indians, Z.S. Liang has since focused 
his considerable talent on all Indian cultures and 
their traditional ways of life. Passion for his chosen 
subjects and his emphasis on historical accuracy 
bring detailed authenticity to his portrayals.

Born in 1953 in China and raised in a family  
of artists, Liang studied at the Central Academy  
of Fine Arts in Beijing and at the Guangzhou 
Academy of Fine Arts. In 1982 he came to the 
United States, where he earned his BFA in paint- 
ing at Massachusetts College of Art in 1986 and 
his MFA in painting at Boston University in 1989.

Liang has received numerous awards, includ- 
ing the David P. Usher Patrons’ Choice Award  
at Masters of the American West in 2009, the 
President’s Award for Excellence at Oil Paint- 
ers of America in 2005 and Best of Show at the 
American Society of Portrait Artists in 1998.  
His works are in the permanent collections of  
the Autry Museum of the American West, the  
U.S. Military Academy’s West Point Museum  
and Harvard University. Liang is represented by 
Trailside Galleries in Jackson, Wyo., and Scotts-
dale, Ariz. Giclee reproductions of his work are 
available through Greenwich Workshop dealers. 
For more info visit greenwichworkshop.com.

Assiniboine Hunters, 
greenwichworkshop.com

Sharing the Harvest, 
greenwichworkshop.com
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Cheyenne Burning of 
Fort Phil Kearny, 1868,

greenwichworkshop.com
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1892 Neustadter 
Brothers & Co. 
“Boss of the Road” 
brand overalls. 
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Mantry selections come  
in wooden boxes along with 
“The Manual,” which relates the maker’s  
story and how to use every food product.

Raiding 
the Mantry
Mantry, the latest entry 
in an Internet craze—the 
subscription food service 
category—is made espe-
cially for men. Every  
two months the Mantry 
team picks a theme, 
such as “Bacon Nation” 
or “Bourbon BBQ,” and 
then curates a collection 
of high-quality products 
culled from top U.S. 
artisan food makers. 
The items are carefully 
packaged in handsome 
wooden crates and deliv-
ered right to your door, 
satisfaction guaranteed. 
(One Mantry box, $59; 
three Mantry boxes,  
$159; six Mantry boxes, 
$299.) Visit mantry.com.
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For Medicinal Purposes
Old Overholt Rye, one of the oldest straight  
rye whiskeys, was founded by Abraham Over- 
holt (1784–1870) in 1810. It remained in the family 
name until 1919 when industrialist Henry Clay 
Frick, the last in the line of Overholts to own  
the business, willed his shares of Old Overholt  
to friend Andrew Mellon. When Mellon was 
conveniently appointed secretary of the 
treasury during Prohibition, one Union Trust 
Co. received Mellon’s share of roughly 2 million 
gallons of whiskey. Not coincidentally, Over- 
holt Rye was granted “medicinal” status during 
the period and sold legally by prescription. 
Embarrassment ensued when it leaked to the 
press that Union Trust managed the Prohibi-
tion officer-in-chief’s whiskey stock, and that  
a third party was authorized to sell Mellon’s 
stock overseas. In 1987 Jim Beam Brands pur- 
chased Old Overholt Straight Rye Whiskey.  
The original distillery in Scottdale, Pa., is now 
home to the West Overton Distillery Museum. 
For more info visit theoldswhiskeys.com. 

AROMA: Light spices 
and pepper mixed 
with a slight fruitiness
TASTE: Full body with 
balance of spice and 
deep, dark fruits
FINISH: Full-bodied, 
balanced and very 
flavorful
PROOF: 80

Silversmith to the Stars   
After watching Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West, 
Swede Edward H. Bohlin immigrated to the 
United States in 1910 with dreams of living life  
out West as a cowboy. Ten years later he opened 
his first saddle shop in Cody, Wyo., drawing cus- 
tomers into his store with his roping tricks. While 
visiting Los Angeles, he met actor Tom Mix, who 
encouraged Bohlin to become a silversmith to the 
stars. Bohlin obliged. In 1926 he opened a shop  
in Hollywood and crafted what the world recog-
nizes today as the Bohlin style, which adorned  
the spurs, gun belts, buckles and saddles of many 
Western film stars in the 1920s–30s and beyond. 
Bohlin produced more than 12,000 saddles in his 
lifetime. Ed Bohlin’s style lives on today through 
his company’s buckles, Western wear and saddles. 

STYLE 

Hopalong Cassidy and Topper. 
Roy Rogers and Trigger. Gene 
Autry and Champion. And, 
of course, the Lone Ranger 
and Silver. These famous 
cowboys and their horses, 
among others, from their 
saddles to their clothes, 
have all proudly worn 
Bohlin’s classic silver  
and leather designs.

Bohlin Classic Steerhead belt  
buckle, $2,450, bohlinmade.com

Above, Bohlin Bucking Horse buckle, $1,950;
below, Bohlin Big Chief 14k gold tricolor 
money clip, $2,950, bohlinmade.com



High-Luxe Dude Ranch
Vista Verde offers an authentic dude ranch 
experience with one big exception—its resort-
like amenities. Situated on 160 acres just north 
of Steamboat Springs, Colo., the ranch’s quiet, 
luxurious cabins are all stand-alone one- to 
three-bedroom units with living rooms, wood 
stoves and private hot tubs. The fully inclusive 
ranch includes three gourmet meals per day and 
a long list of activities for couples or the whole 
family. Among the offerings are horseback riding, 
guided hikes, mountain biking, paddle boarding 
on high alpine lakes, fly fishing, rafting and kay- 
aking, rock climbing, yoga classes, photography 
workshops, cooking classes and wine tasting.  
Disconnect from your day-to-day grind and  
reconnect with your loved ones. To help, the  
cabins blissfully lack phones and televisions.  
For rates and information visit vistaverde.com.

STYLE 
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Cool Tool
The Victorinox Swiss 
Army SwissTool XBS 
is like a complete tool-
box in a single, portable 
tool. Made of corrosive-
resistant burnished 
steel, it quickly trans-
forms into 27 different 
tools, including needle-  
nosed pliers, wire cut-
ter, knife, Phillips-head  
screwdriver, punch,  
can opener, bottle 
opener, wood saw, 
chisel and on and on. 
(Victorinox Swiss Army 
SwissTool XBS tool, 
$200, swissarmy.com.)

Turn Back
For some, listening  
to music on vinyl is  
a visceral experience. 
Shinola’s answer is  
the Runwell Turntable, 
built for that discerning 
audiophile. The hand-
some unit features a 
phono preamplifier  
and a belt-driven table 
with speeds of 33 1/3 
and 45-rpm (sorry 78s).  
Limited to a produc-
tion run of 500 units 
($2,500, shinola.com).

Beard Science
Mountaineer Brand makes 
high-quality, 100 percent  
natural beard care and 
shaving products—every-
thing you need to keep  
your beard clean, condi-
tioned and well groomed. 
The brand’s Original Com-
plete Beard Care Kit comes 
with an all-natural, chemical- 
free Timber Beard Wash; Timber 
Beard Oil that absorbs quickly and gives your 
beard a smooth, soft, subtle shine; Magic Beard 
Balm leave-in conditioner; and a Military-Style 
Beard Brush ($38, mountaineerbrand.com).

STYLE 

Shinola Canfield 
43 mm men’s 
white watch  
with date, $900, 
shinola.com

Mountaineer 
Moustache 
Wax, $12.50

The Shinola You Don’t Know
Best known for its shoe polish with 
the turn-key top, the iconic Shinola 

 
 

as a maker of such well-crafted  
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cy gusts of wind off Lake Erie added to the chill and dampness 
as carriage loads of family members, friends and other mourners 
gathered at the Lake Shore & Michigan Southern Railway depot 

in Monroe, Michigan. The group waited to receive two black velvet–draped 
caskets for the funeral procession to nearby Woodland Cemetery. It was 
Jan. 8, 1878, and the remains of 27-year-old Boston Custer and his 18-year-
old nephew Harry Armstrong “Autie” Reed were finally coming home from 
Montana Territory.

Family members initially thought their remains would be returned in July 
1877 with those of the officers slain at the June 25–26, 1876, Battle of the 
Little Bighorn. But Boston and Autie had been civilians, and Secretary of War 
George W. McCrary refused to authorize or fund their transport. Second 
Lt. Frederick S. Calhoun (a Custer in-law), Francis “Frank” D. Yates (a family 
friend) and Yates’ father-in-law William H. Brown (proprietor of Brown’s Hotel 
at Fort Laramie, Wyoming Territory) interceded. They arranged for the de-
composed remains to be placed in pine coffins, conveyed by wagon from the 
battlefield to Cheyenne and shipped via express to Chicago, where George 
Chase, secretary to the superintendent of the Lake Shore & Michigan Southern, 
received the remains and then accompanied them to Monroe. 

Gravediggers had managed to break through the frosty crust and down into 
the sandy soil to a standard depth. The open graves were waiting when two 
horse-drawn hearses arrived with the caskets for the short graveside service that 
brought closure to Boston’s parents Emanuel and Maria Custer, their daughter 
Margaret (“Maggie”) and surviving son, Nevin. It was the family’s final act after 
hearing the terrible news 18 months earlier of the annihilation of Lt. Col. George 
Armstrong Custer and 262 officers and men of his 7th U.S. Cavalry command 
by waves of Lakota, Northern Cheyenne and Arapaho warriors. While the 
nation mourned their loss, Monroe’s 5,000 residents felt the blow most acutely.

The Custer family’s association with Monroe began in 1842 when Emanuel, 
encouraged by relatives, briefly rented a house there. After his horses were 
stolen, he returned to his hometown of New Rumley, Ohio. George, 3 years 
old at the time, later lived periodically in Monroe with half-sister Lydia Ann 
Kirkpatrick Reed and husband. George attended school in Monroe and ulti-
mately convinced his father to move there permanently in 1863, enabling his 
little sister, Maggie, to benefit from better schools.

Elizabeth Clift “Libbie” Bacon, born in Monroe 
in 1842, was the daughter of well-respected Judge 
Daniel Bacon. When George, home on leave in 
1862 during the Civil War, was formally introduced 
to and expressed an interest in Libbie, her father 
frowned on any relationship, as Emanuel was a 
mere farmer/blacksmith. As George advanced in 

Custer Casualties
Relatives and friends in 

Monroe, Mich., mourned 
the Little Bighorn deaths  
of brothers George and 

Tom Custer (top), their 
youngest brother, Boston 

(middle), and nephew 
Autie Reed (bottom). 

I
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SCARS 
OF 

CUSTER’S 
DEFEAT
The suffering was most pronounced in  
George and Libbie’s family and their  

hometown of Monroe, Michigan 
By Stan “Tex” Banash

Forsaking All Others 
Widow Libbie Custer 
poses aboard ship in 

1903 in the type of 
mourning attire she 

wore from 1876 until 
her own 1933 death.
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Custer Couple
George and Libbie 

met formally in 1862 
and wed two years 

later in Monroe.
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rank, Judge Bacon finally acquiesced. The couple married in 
1864 at Monroe’s First Presbyterian Church. Frequent return 
visits after the war, and George’s 1871 joint purchase of a local 
farm with brother Nevin and their respective wives, further 
cemented the family ties to Monroe.

Monroe first learned of the disaster in Montana Territory 
midmorning on July 6, 1876, when an editor of The Adrian Daily 
Times and Expositor distributed handbills in town. As word 
spread, many businesses closed, church bells tolled and resi-
dents gathered, speaking in hushed voices as a general gloom 
enveloped the city with the loss of “their boys.” Nevin Custer 
was out of town when he got the news. “I had been down in 
Ohio to see about some land and was driving back to Monroe,” 
he recalled in a 1910 interview with a Topeka, Kan., newspaper. 
“I pulled into Hastings, Ohio, for the night, and when the mail 
came in, there was news of the battle. I didn’t believe it at first, 
but I drove on home as fast as the team could travel, and there 
I found Monroe all draped in mourning.”

Around daybreak on July 6 at Fort Abraham Lincoln, Dakota 
Territory, officers formally conveyed the deaths of Lt. Col. George 
Custer, brother Captain Thomas Custer, brother-in-law 1st 
Lt. James Calhoun (who had married Maggie Custer in 1871), 
youngest brother, Boston Custer, and favorite nephew Autie Reed 
to widows Libbie and Maggie and Reed’s unmarried sister Emma.

Some wives, including Libbie, claimed to have had premo-
nitions of impending doom, but that hardly lessened the shock, 
sadness and disbelief thrust on these women. Delivering the 
grim news were 20th U.S. Infantry Captain William S. Mc-
Caskey, post surgeon Major Johnson V.D. Middleton and 6th 
U.S. Infantry 2nd Lt. Charles L. Gurley. The Custers’ maid 
answered the knock on the door. The visitors asked her to 

awaken the household and gather 
the women in the parlor. On hear-
ing the news, Libbie dissolved into 
tears, her face turning ashen. Re-
gaining her composure, she draped 
a shawl across her shoulders to 
ward off the morning chill, then “the first lady of the regiment” 
courageously accompanied the trio as they notified the other 
officers’ widows—all 14 of them. Sobbing uncontrollably, Maggie, 
who stayed with sister-in-law Libbie whenever the regiment 
was away, cried out as they left the house, “Is there no message 
for me?” There was no message; they were all gone—killed in 
a short fight, leaving a fraternity of spouses with disquietude, 
financial insecurity and an uncertain future.

Compounding Libbie’s sadness was a letter received several 
days later from family friend Florence Boyd in Monroe that 
described Father Custer as being “in tears most of the time,” 
and Mother Custer, who was already frail and in poor health, 
repeatedly crying, “How can I bear it—all my boys gone?” 

Soon thereafter Libbie, Maggie, the unmarried Emma Reed 
and the other widows at Fort Lincoln were told to vacate the post. 
Libbie had her limited household furnishings and the colonel’s 
personal possessions transported to Monroe, then found homes 
for his hunting hounds. (On the death of Custer’s beloved dog 
Cardigan, its new owner had the body stuffed and put on public 
display in Minneapolis.) The surviving officers at Fort Lincoln 
purchased the colonel’s horse Dandy from the government and 
presented him to Libbie, who in turn gave him to her father-in-
law. Dandy lived out his life on the 116-acre Custer farm, the 
aging Father Custer on occasion riding him in town parades.

Monroe residents scheduled a memorial service on Aug. 13, 
1876, at First Methodist Episcopal Church (present-day St. Paul’s 

Father Bacon
Judge Daniel Bacon 
frowned on Libbie’s 
choice of mate until 

George rose in rank.

For Better or Worse
Libbie got her man  
on Feb. 9, 1864,  
at Monroe’s First 
Presbyterian Church.

Some 
wives, 
including 
Libbie, 
claimed to 
have had 
premo- 
nitions of 
impending 
doom, 
but that 
hardly 
lessened 
the shock, 
sadness 
and 
disbelief 
thrust 
on these 
women
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United Methodist Church) that honored the five Custer family 
members and close family friend Captain George W. Yates, 
who also died in the battle. Among the participating multi-
denominational clergy, the Rev. David Casler best described its 
impact: “If one of these heroes had fallen, we had felt like…
mingling our tears with theirs; but how shall we utter fitting words 
when…a whole constellation goes out from a single home.”

These and other eulogies comforted the family, including 
the recently returned Libbie, Maggie and Emma Reed. They 
had reached Monroe about a week earlier by special railcar 
via the Northern Pacific, Chicago & North Western and, finally, 
Michigan Central.

In July 1877 a military party returned to the battlefield to 
rebury the enlisted men and retrieve the officers’ remains. Scav-
enging animals, insects and exposure to intense sun and heat had 
since hastened decomposition. The recovery detail placed the 
remains of 11 officers in pine coffins for transport to Fort Lincoln 
and forwarding from there on request in caskets to their respec-
tive families. Libbie requested to have her husband’s body sent 
to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. The remains of Tom 
Custer, George Yates and James Calhoun, along with those of 1st 
Lts. Donald McIntosh and Algernon Emory Smith, were shipped 
to Kansas for reburial at Fort Leavenworth National Cemetery.

On the morning of Aug. 3, 1877, a Chicago, Rock Island & 
Pacific express car arrived at Leavenworth City’s Union Depot 
bearing five caskets. Pallbearers bore the caskets to the post chapel, 
where an honor guard from the 23rd Infantry stood vigil and re-
mained for a viewing the next day by family, friends and visitors. 

Among the principal mourners was Maggie Custer Calhoun. 
Since leaving Fort Lincoln, she had been living in Monroe. Her 

doctor had advised her not to travel, as grief over husband James’ 
death had brought on headaches, fever and dizzy spells. Regard-
less, she joined family members—including brother-in-law Lieu-
tenant Fred Calhoun of the 14th Infantry, on leave from his post 
at Camp Robinson, Neb.—and other grieving widows for the late 
afternoon graveside service. 

Post chaplain the Rev. John Woart officiated at the Episcopal 
Protestant service, which culminated as pallbearers placed the 
caskets on five artillery caissons for the procession to the ceme-
tery. Fred Calhoun, who had been at Camp Robinson three 
months earlier when Crazy Horse surrendered, had declared at 
the time, “The massacre of the entire Indian race would not re-
pay my loss of last summer.” While serving as adjutant at Camp 
Robinson on September 5, a month after the reburial ceremony, 
he passed along the order to turn over Crazy Horse to the officer 
of the day at the guardhouse. As his men carried out that order, 
Crazy Horse resisted, and a bayonet-wielding guard mortally 
wounded the Lakota prisoner. “He was forgiven for murder,” 
Calhoun later gloated, “but killed for impudence.”

Back in Monroe Libbie shared her late parents’ home with 
Maggie and parents-in-law Emanuel and Maria Custer. Donned 
perpetually in the mourning attire of a bereaved widow and 
desiring seclusion, Libbie faced a shrinking bank account, self- 
support in a small town and the obligation to care for Father 
and Mother Custer.

What thoughts entered their minds while coping with the 
tragedy? Did they console each other even as they struggled to 
understand the events? Did they reminisce about more pleasant 
times when the family last was together? Did they suffer from 
depression, despondency or melancholy? Were there tears, 

Veiled Expression
Libbie, in mourning dress and  
veil, manages a slight smile.

Widow Yates
Annie’s husband,  
Captain George  
W. Yates, also died  
in the 1876 battle.
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anger, avoidance, thoughts unspoken? We can surmise they 
grieved together. On arriving home by train in August 1876 
Libbie was overcome with emotion when greeted by friends 
and collapsed. Maggie continued to suffer emotionally. Letters 
from relatives and friends expressed comfort and sympathy, 
but their words failed to assuage the family’s intense pain and 
sorrow. How could they? Unlike present-day reporters, the media 
respected personal tragedy and did not encroach on Libbie’s 
privacy, allowing her time and space to mourn.

Despite her remorse, Libbie had to grapple with financial 
realities. She received several settlements from George’s insur-
ance policies, but one that named his parents as beneficiaries 
had lapsed due to a missed June premium. Libbie beseeched the 
insurance company to honor the policy. “I feel that he [George] 
has left them [his parents] to me as a final legacy,” she wrote. “It 
is with the most intense regret that I find myself so situated fi-
nancially that I cannot provide for them as I would wish. They 
are very old and poor, and the mother is a confirmed invalid.” 
The company acquiesced, but George’s indebtedness amounted 
to more than Libbie could repay, requiring her to sell the colo-
nel’s thoroughbred Frogtown, for $220, and his half-interest in 
the farm to Nevin, for $725. George’s government pension of $30 
per month remained woefully inadequate to cover expenses.

Considering employment, Libbie soon realized Monroe 
offered women few opportunities. So in late December 1876 
she wrote a friend at the U.S. Pension Agency, hoping the 
incoming administration of President Rutherford B. Hayes 
might be helpful. Mistakenly, her appeal came to the attention 
of President Ulysses S. Grant, who encouraged an appointment 
for her. On learning Grant was involved, Libbie wrote her 
friend, “You will excuse me, I know, when I tell you how much 

I dread thinking that General Grant would be led to believe that 
I would ask or accept from him anything in the world.” It was 
Grant who in April 1876 had detained Custer in Washington 
after the colonel testified before Congress regarding trader post 
kickbacks tied to Secretary of War William W. Belknap, a per-
sonal friend of the president. Belknap had resigned while under 
investigation and was later impeached. An infuriated Grant had 
refused to meet with Custer and even had him arrested when he 
left town without permission.

After the Little Bighorn debacle Grant did not communicate 
with or extend sympathies to Father and Mother Custer, Libbie 
or any of the other widows. His first public statement regarding 
the battle appeared in the Sept. 2, 1876, edition of The New York 
Herald when he commented, “I regard Custer’s massacre as a 
sacrifice of troops, brought on by Custer himself, that was wholly 
unnecessary—wholly unnecessary.”

The family never forgave Grant. In 1910, during the dedi-
cation of the Custer statue in Monroe, Nevin Custer spoke of 
the rift. “If it hadn’t been for U.S. Grant, George Custer would 
have been alive today,” he told a reporter. “It was the Belknap 

Presidential Nod
William Taft meets 
Libbie at the June 4, 
1910, dedication of  
a statue in George’s 
honor in Monroe.

The Unveiling
Taft watches Libbie uncover the statue 
(off camera) of George atop his mount.



investigation, you know. Oh, I won’t say any more. It makes 
my blood boil, and I’m liable to say something that I hadn’t 
ought. But we don’t like Grant around here.” It was Grant’s 
failed peace policy that had prompted a military solution and 
the Great Sioux War of 1876.

In late spring 1877, at the behest of relatives, Libbie moved 
to Newark, N.J., and soon found steady employment in New 
York City as a secretary for the newly established Society of 
Decorative Arts. 

Closure for Libbie began the morning of October 10 when 
her husband’s remains—which since early August had been 
stored in a receiving vault in Poughkeepsie, N.Y.—were placed 
aboard the steamer Mary Powell and transported up the Hudson 
River to West Point. Thousands of people lined the riverbanks, 
and passing ships lowered their flags to half-mast. Once the 
boat docked, pallbearers transferred the colonel’s metallic 
casket to an elegant four-horse caisson. Several military units 
led a procession to the chapel, where the casket lay in state. 
At 2 p.m. West Point Superintendent Maj. Gen. John M. Scho-
field escorted Libbie to the Episcopal service, conducted by 
post chaplain Dr. John Forsyth. Emanuel Custer, Maggie Custer 
Calhoun and other bereaved relatives and friends followed 
them. The emotional, tear-filled ceremony concluded with 
another winding procession to the post cemetery. The brief 
graveside service included three volleys of echoing gunfire 
from a cadre of academy cadets.

Throughout her personal ordeal Libbie sought pension in-
creases for “my widows,” as she often referred to sister-in-law 
Maggie, Nettie Smith, Annie Yates and other wives of officers 
killed at the Little Bighorn. Her success was incremental, but 
by late August 1880 Libbie had finally settled any remaining 
indebtedness to creditors for 10 cents on the dollar, leaving her 
with $118.63. By the end of 1882 Congress had increased her 
government pension to $50 per month. Soon thereafter Libbie 

Hometown Hero
The statue of a 
mounted George 
Custer overlooks 
North Monroe Street.

Family Plot
Among the Custers 
buried in Monroe’s 
Woodland Cemetery 
are Emanuel, Maria, 
Maggie and Boston.
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left her position with the Society of Decorative Arts and began 
a life of self-reliance, continuing to defend her famous hus-
band’s reputation, enhance his image and refute his critics. 
She gave lectures and wrote three books—Boots and Saddles 
(1885), Tenting on the Plains (1887) and Following the Guidon 
(1890). Congress boosted her pension to $100 per month in 1890, 
cementing her independence.

Personal tragedy continued to beset Libbie. Mother Cus- 
ter died on Jan. 14, 1882. Her obituary in The Monroe Democrat 
five days later noted that “though possessed of a remarkably 
strong constitution, Mrs. Custer has been a sufferer for a num-
ber of years.…Her health was seriously impaired previous to 
the death of her three sons, son-in-law and grandson in the battle 
of the Little Bighorn in 1876.…The mother’s heart was bro-
ken, and she died gradually, mourning the tragic death of her 
illustrious sons.”

Ten years later the politically opinionated and deeply religious 
Emanuel Custer, who had also never recovered from the loss of 
his sons, died suddenly at Nevin’s farm, along the River Raisin 
northwest of Monroe. Father Custer had moved there in 1882. 

Maggie Custer Calhoun returned to Monroe with Libbie, 
Emma Reed and Annie Yates. After the death of Mother Custer, 
Maggie studied dramatic elocution in Detroit and performed 
across the northern United States until accepting appointment 
as Michigan’s state librarian in 1891. Two years later she resigned 
to resume her dramatic readings. Sometime during her travels 
she met John H. Maugham, whom she married on July 2, 1903. 
Diagnosed with cancer the following year, she died in 1910 and 
was buried in the family plot at Monroe’s Woodland Cemetery.

Libbie continued to stand vigil over her husband’s image, 
safeguarding his portrayal in print and in stone. She deemed a 
bust of George atop a granite base at his gravesite unacceptable 
and replaced it with an obelisk in 1906. On June 4, 1910, with 
no less a personage than President William Howard Taft in 
attendance, city officials in Monroe unveiled the aforemen-
tioned statue of a mounted George Custer. As Libbie mingled 
with well-wishers, her memory may have wandered back nearly 
a half-century to Feb. 9, 1864, when she and George were married 
at First Presbyterian Church, in sight of the statue on Washing-
ton and 1st streets. As the grand statue caused traffic conges-
tion, city fathers twice relocated it to safer, more accessible 
locations. It stands by the river on the corner of North Monroe 
Street and West Elm Avenue.

Emma Reed, who lived with her family in Monroe, married 
her uncle by marriage Lieutenant Fred Calhoun in 1879. She 
traveled to various posts with her husband, who retired in 1890 
and died in 1904. After his death Emma returned to Monroe, 
and in 1938 she moved to Boston to live with her daughter, 
Ella May Calhoun. Emma Reed Calhoun died in 1949.

The sudden, violent death of Annie Yates in New York City 
on Dec. 9, 1914, was a severe blow for Libbie. Yates was her last 
close associate from Fort Lincoln. On learning of the death of 
her husband, Captain George Yates, at the Little Bighorn, Annie 
had turned prematurely gray virtually overnight. The couple 
had had three children. Annie was originally from Philadelphia. 

After living in Monroe with Lib-
bie, she relocated to Carlisle, Pa., 
and taught for many years at Car-
l isle Indian Industrial School 
before moving to Brooklyn, N.Y. 
While traveling home after visit-
ing a friend, Annie switched from 
a crowded subway car to one less 
congested, snagged her dress and 
was crushed between the train and 
the platform.

Nevin Custer, exempted from 
military service due to poor health, 
reflected on the family fortunes in 
a 1910 interview. “We’ve had some 
pretty rough times, we Custers,” 
he said. “Name sort of stands for 
fight.…I’m the only one left of the 
brothers now, and though it’s nice, 
of course, to have George honored 
as he deserved…I can’t imagine 
George as a fighting man half so 
well as I see him hoeing corn down 
in Ohio. I guess that’s because I’m 
a farmer.” Nevin died at his daugh-
ter’s home in 1915 after falling ill 
while shopping in downtown Mon-
roe. Libbie attended the service, 
but she never again returned to 
the place of her birth.

Veterans from both sides gathered in 1926 to mark the 50th 
anniversary of the battle with sham fights along the Little Bighorn. 
Some of Custer’s Crow scouts and other notables attended, 
but not Libbie. She feared reliving its associated agonies, though 
she personally responded to hundreds of letters received afterward 
—a two-year process. 

On April 4, 1933, Elizabeth Bacon Custer suffered a heart 
attack and died in New York City. Buried beside her husband at 
West Point, Libbie was finally reunited with her Autie after nearly 
57 years of gallantly defending his reputation and image. 

The burials of George, his brothers and in-laws brought  
closure, but the tragedy left the family and residents of Monroe 
with lingering emotional and psychological scars. The stigma 
of that traumatic day on the Little Bighorn remained embedded 
in their lives. It is for the historically minded to spiritually 
embrace their anguish. 

Chicago-based Stan “Tex” Banash, the author of Roadside 
History of Illinois (2013), sourced many contemporary 
newspaper accounts and thanks Charmaine Wawrzyniec of 
the Monroe County Library System for her help. Suggested 
for further reading: General Custer’s Libbie, by Lawrence A. 
Frost (1976); the article “Going Home to Monroe,” by Anita 
Smyntek, in the May 2011 issue of Greasy Grass; and the 
article “Libbie Custer: ‘A Wounded Thing Must Hide,’” by 
Paul Andrew Hutton, in the June 2012 issue of Wild West.

Buried  
Beside her  
husband 
at west 
point,  
Libbie was  
finally  
reunited  
with her 
autie  
after 
nearly 57 
years of 
gallantly 
defending 
his repu-
tation 
and image
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If Looks Could Kill
His appearance was 
enough to arouse fear 
in many Californians, 
and Juan Soto was 
also“quick as a cat.” 
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 n the late afternoon of Jan. 10, 1871, Juan Soto and two other bandidos rode 
 north out of San Jose on the old Stockton road, which led up into the Livermore  

 Valley. Two hours later they dismounted at Scott’s Corners in the Sunol Valley (near 
the present-day intersection of I-680 and Vallecitos Road) and hitched their horses outside Thomas Scott’s 
store and trading post. Scott, his wife and two young sons lived in rooms behind the store. At that hour 
they were warming themselves by the fire in the company of store clerk Otto Ludovisi and two visitors.

Hearing a knock at the door, Ludovisi rose to answer. It was a bearded Californio, booted and spurred, 
wearing a wide-brimmed dark hat. The man purchased a bottle of whiskey and left. Ten minutes later 
there was another knock, and Ludovisi again opened the door. This time in stepped Juan Soto and his 
two compadres, six-guns in hand, bandannas concealing their faces.

“Get out of here!” a terrified Ludovisi shouted. “Get out of here!”
“Say nothing! Say nothing!” one of the bandidos ordered. Then, without provocation, he raised his 

pistol and fired. That gunshot signaled the beginning of the end for one of California’s most notorious 
outlaws, who soon met his own fate during a shootout with a fearless lawman. 

Juan Bautista Soto was born on Feb. 2, 1846, to José Francisco Soto and Maria Carmen Flores in 
what four years later became Santa Clara County. He came from pioneer stock: His grandfather Ignacio 
Soto had journeyed to California with the 1776 Juan Bautista de Anza expedition. He also came from 
bandit stock—his maternal uncle Sebastian Flores was a notorious California brigand and a member of 
the Francisco Garcia gang of robbers in the 1850s.

By 1860 14-year-old Juan was working as a vaquero on Daniel Murphy’s cattle ranch some 30 miles 
south of San Jose. At 19 Soto weighed 200 pounds and presented a terrifying figure, with wildly crossed 
eyes and a heavily bearded, badly pockmarked face. Nick Harris, later sheriff of Santa Clara County, 
described Soto as “a perfect type of desperado, over 6 feet high, well proportioned and quick as a cat, 
with a countenance the worst I ever saw in a human face.” He reportedly had a temperament to match—
easily angered and driven by hatred for the Anglos who had taken over the land of his birth. His ferocity 

THE 
HUMAN 

WILDCAT
Bandido Juan Soto stalked California’s  

Coast Range with abandon—until  
Sheriff Harry Morse caught up to him 

By John Boessenecker, all images from his collection
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earned him the nickname the “Human Wildcat.” A superb horse-
man and dead shot, he knew every inch of the Santa Clara Valley 
and flanking Coast Range.

By age 19 he’d graduated to highway robbery. On the night of 
May 4, 1865, Soto, with compadres Francisco Salazar and Jesús 
Sanchez, held up hotelkeeper Julius Weitzel on the road between 
San Jose and the New Almaden Mine, taking his purse and his 
horse. Then they stopped another traveler, relieving him of a 
blanket and 50 cents. Finally, they tried to lasso passing rider John 
Winters, who ducked the rope, put spurs to his horse and escaped.

Alerted by Winters, Santa Clara Undersheriff Richard B. Hall 
investigated and fixed his suspicions on Soto, who was still 
working the Murphy ranch. Hall drove his buggy to the ranch 
and hid it in the chaparral overlooking a pasture where Soto 
and fellow vaqueros were tending cattle. Waiting until Soto’s 
companions trotted off, the undersheriff strode from cover. “He 
was humming a gay little Spanish ballad,” Hall recalled, “and 
did not notice me until I had him covered with my pistol.”

 “Get off that horse,” Hall called out in Spanish, “and lie down 
upon your face quickly!” Soto complied. “I made him put his 
hands behind him,” the undersheriff recalled, “and then, putting 
my pistol in my pocket, I handcuffed him.” Hall marched Soto 
to his buggy, bundled him aboard and whipped up his horse. 
By then several of Soto’s compadres had spotted his riderless 
mount. “A moment later,” Hall said, “swift hoofs echoed behind 
us, and loud voices called to us to stop. I only drove more rapidly, 
for I feared they would attempt to release him. On they came, 
and I grasped my pistol, determined to sell my life, if necessary, as 
dearly as possible. My chief fear was that they would use the lasso. 
They stopped when they reached me, however, and 
asked angrily what I meant by taking Juan away. 
I told them of his offense, and that I was the sheriff.”

Soto’s friends did not interfere, and Hall lodged 
his prisoner in the San Jose jail. A grand jury in-
dicted Soto for robbery, but the case never came 
to trial, presumably for lack of evidence. That fall 
Soto, with Alfonso Burnham, Manuel Rojas and 
another bandit, raided the Charles Garthwaite 
ranch and trading post near Pleasanton in Ala-
meda County. The owner’s wife, Mary Garthwaite, 
was alone, but she grabbed a pistol and shot and 
wounded Burnham. The outlaws overpowered the 
plucky woman and tied her hand and foot before 
fleeing with money, Mary’s jewelry and her pistol. 
Lawmen captured the wounded Burnham, but 
Soto and the rest escaped.

By 1867 Soto was riding with several notorious 
desperadoes, among them Francisco “Pancho” 

Galindo. In late March the pair stole a valuable saddle horse 
from Milpitas rancher Gordon Chase and fled to the Guadalupe 
Mine, 10 miles south of San Jose, which supported a bustling 
Hispanic mining camp—a favorite hangout of bandidos and fugi-
tives. A few days later Santa Clara County Deputy Sheriff Robert 
H. McIlroy spotted Soto at the camp, still in possession of the 
stolen horse. When the suspect refused McIlroy’s order to sur-
render, the deputy drew his six-gun and threatened to open fire.

“Shoot and be damned!” Soto yelled in English as he darted 
into a saloon. McIlroy charged his horse to the rear of the build-
ing, arriving just as his quarry burst out the back door. The dep-
uty ordered Soto to halt, but the fugitive jerked his pistol and 
fired. McIlroy then leaped from his horse, and the two engaged 
in a running gunfight, trading shots at close range. One of Mc- 
Ilroy’s pistol balls penetrated the skin at Soto’s temple, creased 
his skull and exited behind an ear. At that moment several 
Hispanic women rushed from the mining shacks to screen the 
fleeing desperado. A disciplined McIlroy held his fire and en-
listed help from one Bill Williams, the only Anglo present. 
Williams quickly mounted the deputy’s horse and rode to head 
off Soto, while McIlroy pursued him on foot.

Williams managed to catch up with the wounded fugitive on 
the road leading from the mine. But by then Galindo had joined 
Soto, and the pair opened fire on their pursuer. The shots spooked 
Williams’ horse, which bucked and threw its rider to the ground. 
As Williams fumbled for his revolver, McIlroy crested a nearby 
hill. Choosing not to push their luck, Soto and Galindo fled into 
the scrub and disappeared.

San Jose lawmen later picked up Soto. Tried and convicted 
for stealing the horse, he served a year in prison at 
San Quentin. On his release in October 1868 au-
thorities returned him to San Jose to stand trial with 
Galindo for shooting at Deputy Sheriff McIlroy. 
A jury found both men guilty, and Soto returned 
to San Quentin to serve a two-year term. In prison 
he associated with notorious bandidos Tiburcio 
Vásquez and Procopio Bustamante. On Aug. 27, 
1870, Soto left San Quentin for the last time.

Soon after his release Soto married Galindo’s 
sister Nicolasa. But domestic life held little appeal, 
and he spent much of his free time playing billiards 
with friend Bartolo Sepulveda at the Auzerais 
House, a popular San Jose hotel. “[Soto] would 
stand for hours with his back against the wall close 
to the saloon entrance, gazing steadily into space,” 
recalled one San Jose pioneer. “At the time he was 
suspected of complicity in many highway robberies 
and cattle-stealing raids, but as the officers had no 
evidence to warrant arrest, he was not molested.”

At 19 Soto weighed 200 pounds and presented 
a terrifying figure, with wildly crossed eyes 

and a heavily bearded, badly pockmarked face

First Arrest
Santa Clara Undersheriff 
Richard Hall jailed Soto 
for robbery in 1865.
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In late November 1870 Soto’s saddle partner Sepulveda faced 
trial in San Jose for cattle theft, but a jury acquitted him. Two weeks 
later the pair rode out of town and crossed the Coast Range to the 
San Joaquin Valley, where they found honest work on a hog ranch 
near Modesto. On Jan. 8, 1871, they rode back across the moun-
tains, passing through the Livermore and Sunol valleys. The next 
afternoon they rode through Scott’s Corners and on to the settle-
ment of Mission San José (present-day Fremont). After a stop at a 
local saloon, they continued south to Warm Springs, where they 
stopped for a drink with one of Sepulveda’s cousins.

A few miles more took them to Milpitas. Sepulveda’s es-
tranged wife, Maria, was the daughter of prominent ranchero 
José María Alviso, owner of the sprawling Rancho Milpitas, 
where she lived with the couple’s five children. Fed up with 
Bartolo’s drinking, gambling and stealing, Maria had returned 
home with her family’s blessing. Soto and Sepulveda stopped 
by a local saloon, where Bartolo’s acquaintance Alexander 
Anderson bought a round of drinks and tried to convince his 
friend to return to his wife. Sepulveda demurred, insisting she 
was better off without him. He and Soto then mounted up and 
rode into San Jose, arriving late that afternoon.

Late the next day, January 10, Soto and two compadres rode 
up to Thomas Scott’s store. It was just after 7 p.m. when they 
confronted clerk Otto Ludovisi at the front door with drawn 
pistols and put a bullet in his chest. Ludovisi managed to stagger 
into the back room before dropping to the floor. A horrified 
Scott, his family and friends fled in terror out the back door. 
The outlaws threw several shots at them before Mrs. Scott 
clutched her sons close and cried, “For God’s sake, don’t shoot!” 
The bandidos held fire and let them go.

Soto and his men then looted the store and rode off with their 
paltry spoils—$65 and a bundle of clothes. Alameda County 
Sheriff Harry Morse and deputies were soon on the scene. Iden-
tifying the outlaws’ tracks, the intrepid lawman and posse trailed 
them south. But after an intensive four-day hunt that took in all 
known outlaw haunts in the Santa Clara Valley, they came up 

dry. Morse then led his men back to Scott’s store to retrace the 
killers’ path. The trail led them through Milpitas past José María 
Alviso’s rancho. There Morse interviewed Bartolo Sepulveda’s 
brother-in-law, who showed the sheriff a bundle of old clothes 
he claimed to have found by a creek behind the house. The 
clothes were those stolen during the robbery.

Morse and his deputies interviewed several people who had 
seen Soto and Sepulveda ride through the Sunol Valley, hitting 
the saloons the day before the murder-robbery. Their testimony 
and the discovery of the stolen bundle convinced the sheriff 
that Soto and Sepulveda were his prime suspects, and that they 
had cased the store while riding through Scott’s Corners. An 
Alameda County grand jury promptly indicted Soto, Sepulveda 
and the latter’s brother, Miguel, in absentia for the murder 
of Otto Ludovisi. Authorities later determined the Sepulveda 
brothers were innocent, because at the time of the murder- 
robbery a heavily intoxicated Bartolo had been visiting Miguel 
behind bars in the San Jose jail. Soto remained on the loose.

Juan Soto fled into the remote wilderness of the Coast Range. 
One of his uncles had a small ranch near the Saucelito Valley 
(not to be confused with the town of Sausalito), 12 miles south 
of Pacheco Pass. Among the most isolated spots in California, 
the area was home to just five adobes. Joining Soto in the valley 
that spring were Tiburcio Vásquez and Procopio Bustamante, 
by then the most notorious living bandidos on the Pacific Coast. 
Procopio boasted prime outlaw lineage, as one of his uncles 
was the late Joaquín Murrieta, foremost bandido of them all. 
Vásquez and Procopio had recently been released from San 
Quentin, and with Soto they made their headquarters at the  
Alvarado adobe, 2 miles south of the valley proper.

Brother-in-Law
Soto rode with  
Francisco “Pancho” 
Galindo, right,  
and wed his sister. 

Saddle Partner
Bartolo Sepulveda 
was another of Soto’s 
compadres in crime.
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From time to time they slipped into San Juan Bautista, at the 
western foot of the Coast Range, to drink, gamble and carouse. 
On May 5, 1871, Vásquez and two other outlaws, probably Soto 
and Procopio, stopped the Los Angeles–bound stage at Soledad, 
45 miles south of San Juan Bautista. Unfortunately for them the 
Wells Fargo box came up empty, and they rode off in disgust 
without bothering to rob the passengers. The desperadoes re-
turned to the Saucelito Valley, where four days later Soto and 
Procopio had a bitter quarrel. “I was there,” Vásquez recalled. 
“Soto made Procopio go down into his boots. If Procopio had 
not left like a coward, Soto would have killed him.”

Vásquez and Procopio rode down to San Juan Bautista, 
leaving Soto behind. It was the luckiest break of their lives. 
The next morning, May 10, a heavily armed, nine-man posse 
led by Alameda County Sheriff Harry Morse and Santa Clara 
County Sheriff Nick Harris crested a rocky saddle on the west 

side of St. Marys Peak. Morse had 
been hunting Soto relentlessly for 
weeks, making repeated treks into 
the Coast Range. Two days earlier 
he’d received a telegram from Harris 
in San Jose, sharing a tip Soto was 
hiding in the Saucelito Valley. Morse 
rushed to San Jose, where the two 
officers quickly raised a posse and 
started into the mountains.

On the morning of May 10 Soto 
and friends butchered a beef for a 
fiesta later that day. With them were 
Bartolo Sepulveda and several other 
hard cases. Soto and Sepulveda rode 

to the adobe of Juan López, at the northwest end of the valley, 
to get onions and salt for the barbecue. Soto was socializing 
with, as one early chronicler put it, “certain seductive señoritas,” 
when the posse approached from the north. Morse and posse-
man Theodore Winchell, a former policeman, dismounted at a 
corral behind the López adobe while Sheriff Harris and the rest 
of the posse rode on toward the other adobes.

Morse, certain they would ultimately find Soto at the Alva- 
rado adobe, left his Model 1866 Winchester carbine in its saddle 
scabbard. His plan was to arrest the occupants of the López 
adobe, place them under guard and then rejoin the rest of the 
posse for the raid on the Alvarado place. Spotting a vaquero in the 
corral, Morse asked him for a drink of water. The unsuspecting 
man led the two officers around to the front door of the adobe. 
When Morse stepped inside, he got the shock of his life.

Soto was seated at a table directly in front of him, surrounded 
by male and female friends. Among the latter was Bartolo Sepul-
veda. Morse instinctively jerked his six-gun, a .44 Smith &  
Wesson American, and barked, “Manos arriba!” (“Hands up!”). 
Winchell stood beside him, clutching a shotgun.

Soto did not move. Concealed beneath his long blue soldier’s 
overcoat was a pair of holstered revolvers.

“Manos arriba!” Morse repeated, but Soto merely glared at 
the Anglo lawmen. Morse gave the order a third time, warning 
he would open fire if Soto did not comply. The desperado didn’t 
twitch. The sheriff yanked out a pair of handcuffs.

“Put them on him, Winchell.”
The posseman took the handcuffs, but he was frozen in fear.
“Put them on him!” Morse snapped again, but still Winchell  

didn’t move.
“Then cover him with your shotgun while I do it!”
Winchell took a long look at the scowling bandido, then 

whirled and fled out the door. At that a burly Mexican woman 
seized Morse’s pistol arm, while one of Soto’s compadres grabbed 
his other arm, each yelling, “No tiré en la casa!” (“Don’t shoot 
in the house!”).

Prison Buddies
Notorious bandido 
Tiburcio Vásquez 
rubbed elbows with  
Soto at San Quentin.

Murdered
Soto’s band shot store 
clerk Otto Ludovisi at 
Scott’s Corners in the 
Sunol Valley in 1871.

Wildcat Tracker 
Alameda County 
Sheriff Harry S. 

Morse tracked and 
cornered Soto. 
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Soto leaped to his feet and tore open his coat to pull his pistols. 
Before he could draw, however, Morse jerked his gun hand free 
and fired, ripping Soto’s hat from his head. The sheriff then 
broke from his captors and ran outside, followed by Soto. The 
outlaw let loose a torrent of curses as he chased the sheriff to the 
rear of the adobe. Harris made a dead run for his horse, hoping 
to reach his Winchester. Over his shoulder he saw Soto, just yards 
away, raise one of his percussion Colts high in the air. (Gunmen 
of the era were in the habit of pointing their pistols up before 
shooting, thus allowing any spent percussion caps to fall free and 
not jam the cylinder.) As Soto lowered the weapon and fired, 
Morse dove to the ground, dodging the bullet.

The sheriff fired back, then sprang to his feet and ran toward 
his horse. Again Soto leaped forward, raised his pistol and fired, 
and again Morse dropped to the ground as the bullet whined 
above him. Three more times this happened. Hearing the shots, 
Sheriff Harris galloped back to the adobe and witnessed the gun-
play. Each time Morse dropped, Harris thought he’d been killed. 
But each time the plucky sheriff jumped to his feet, returned fire 
and kept running to his mount. Morse’s last shot struck the cyl-
inder of Soto’s raised pistol, jamming the gun and slamming the 
barrel back into the outlaw’s face, stunning him.

Recognizing his predicament, Soto raced back into the adobe 
even as Morse cleared his Winchester from its scabbard. Mo-
ments later Soto and Sepulveda burst from the adobe. They had 
switched coats and hats. As they ran toward a picketed horse 
30 yards distant, Sheriff Harris dismounted at Morse’s side and 
took aim at Sepulveda with his Spencer rifle. Recognizing the 
outlaws’ ruse, Morse knocked his fellow sheriff’s barrel skyward, 
sparing Sepulveda’s life. Soto was the man he wanted.

Just as Soto reached the picketed 
mount, the spooked horse broke loose 
and galloped off. Without break-
ing his stride, the desperado turned 
and ran toward another horse, pick-
eted in front of the adobe some 200 
yards away.

“For God’s sake, Juan, throw down your pistols!” Morse 
shouted. “There has been shooting enough!”

Paying no heed, Soto kept running, Sepulveda close behind 
him. As Soto increased his lead to 150 yards, Morse took careful 
aim and fired. The .44 ball tore through the outlaw’s right shoul-
der. Realizing he could not escape, the enraged bandit wheeled 
and charged headlong at Morse, a revolver in each hand. At a 
range of more than 100 yards Morse again squeezed the trigger. 
The heavy slug stuck Soto just above the eyes, tearing off the 
top of his head.

Juan Soto dropped dead on the spring grass, thus ending 
a classic outlaw-lawman gunfight, perhaps the most storied in  
California history. Soto had died as he lived, guns in his hands, 
contemptuous of Anglo authority to his last breath. 

John Boessenecker, a San Francisco attorney and former 
police officer, is a frequent Wild West contributor and the 
author of such award-winning books as Bandido: The Life 
and Times of Tiburcio Vásquez (2010) and Lawman: The  
Life and Times of Harry Morse, 1835–1912 (1998), which 
are suggested for further reading. See Reviews (P. 82) for 
Boessenecker’s rundown of some of the most interesting 
books and movies about California outlaws.

Winning Winchester
Morse used this Model 
1866 to kill Soto in one  
of California’s most 
storied gunfights.

Morse Confronts Soto
The sheriff covers the 
seated outlaw with a pistol 
while handing cuffs to 
posseman Theo Winchell.



Fought or Not?
Sihasapa Lakota Chief  
Kill Eagle was at the Little 
Bighorn camp with famed 
Sioux leaders Sitting Bull 
(opposite left) and Gall 
(opposite middle). But in  
a post-action interview Kill 
Eagle claimed he and his 
men went buffalo hunting 
during the storied fight 
against 7th U.S. Cavalry 
soldiers under George 
Custer (opposite right).
.
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THE
KILL EAGLE 

MYTH
The Sihasapa Lakota chief provided an early  
if not wholly reliable account of events on the  
Rosebud and Little Bighorn  By John Koster

he Battle of the Little Bighorn is the best known 
and least known clash in American history. In 

a poem penned within weeks of Custer’s 
Last Stand, Frederick Whittaker, author of the hagiographic 
A Complete Life of General George A. Custer (1876), captured the 
prevailing mood of the times:

Backward again and again they were driven,
Shrinking to close with the lost little band,
Never a cap that had worn the bright Seven
Bow’d till its wearer was dead on the strand.

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, who wrote the epic poem 
“The Song of Hiawatha” two decades earlier, blamed the battle 
on the broken 1868 Treaty of Fort Laramie but memorialized 
Custer’s death in heroic terms in “The Revenge of Rain-in-
the-Face.” So did Walt Whitman, in “A Death-Sonnet for Custer” 
(retitled “Far From Dakota’s Cañons” in Leaves of Grass).

Newspaper reporters fostered that image in interviews with 
Lakota leaders, once they had buckled under and returned to 

their reservations. More often than not the subjugated Indians 
told the whites what they wanted to hear. After citing their own 
heroism, the warriors cited the courage of Custer and his men. 
“I tell no lies about dead men,” Sitting Bill reportedly told a New 
York Herald correspondent on Oct. 17, 1877, 16 months after the 
battle and from a safe distance in Canada. “These men who came 
with the Long Hair [Custer] were as good men as ever fought.…
The Long Hair stood like a sheaf of corn with all the ears fallen 
around him.…He killed a man when he fell. He laughed.”

Gradually the Custer Myth—a term coined by U.S. Army  
Colonel William A. Graham in his 1953 book of the same name 
—took shape. The soldiers had all fought bravely to the death,  
notwithstanding accounts (even those of military origin) of dead 
soldiers or abandoned cavalry horses found miles from the 
battlefield, which most news outlets ignored or discounted. And 
they had sold their lives dearly. Indian losses were said to be 
substantial, perhaps more than 100, counting mortally wounded 
warriors. No Indian accounts, however, not even those elicited 
through coercion or fear, substantiated far-fetched tallies of 
one dead Indian for every soldier.

The first detailed Plains Indian account, the narrative that 
may have launched the Custer Myth, was not filed by a news-
paper reporter paid by the inch of copy. It was taken down at 
the Standing Rock Agency in Dakota Territory on Sept. 17, 
1876, three months after the battle, by 1st U.S. Infantry Captain 

T
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Robert E. Johnston, a Civil War veteran and acting agent at 
Standing Rock. Johnston’s two interpreters and two independent 
witnesses signed the sworn statement. Its accuracy lay at the feet 
of not Captain Johnston but Chief Kill Eagle of the Sihasapa 
Lakota, or Blackfeet Sioux.

“I have taken his statement with a great deal of care and 
am satisfied from his manner and bearing that he has endeavored 
to tell the truth,” Captain Johnston wrote in a preface to his inter-
view with Kill Eagle. “He is 56 years of age, has been 13 years 
with the whites and is one of the most intellectual Indians I have 
met in Dakota.” The captain was not a mythologizer. He was an 
Indian agent and professional soldier who sought to determine 
what actually happened.

“I have come to see you and have you make a statement for 
me to send to the Great Father,” Johnston prompted. “You will 
be careful and tell the exact truth?”

“How!” affirmed Kill Eagle. “You two interpreters were here, 
and there was an agent here, but no one told me to go out. I went 
in accordance with my own judgment. I had heard that there was 
an expedition going into the Indian country, but as I had heard 
the same every summer, I did not believe it. I was in want of 

lodges, robes and skins for making moccasins, and I went to 
get them. I thought I could get them and get away before any of 
the soldiers got there.”

“Before you left here last spring, you had a dance in the garri-
son,” Johnston said. “After the dance you fired your pistols in 
the air and told Colonel [John S.] Poland, ‘I am tired of this place. 
I am going away.’ Why did you do this?”

“I never did so,” Kill Eagle said. “The man who fired off the 
pistol did not belong to my band. He was a hostile. He fired off 
his pistol and said, ‘This is the way a brave man acts.’ I did not 
know he was going to fire. I asked him why he did it. He made 
no reply. The man was killed in the fight.”

“How many young men did you have with you who did not 
come back?” Johnston asked.

“One, Little Wound’s son,” Kill Eagle said. “He died out there.”
“These are all middle-aged men,” Johnston said, gesturing to 

the chief’s followers in the room. “Where are your young men?”
“I do not go around all the lodges,” Kill Eagle said evasively. 

“My children are all girls.”
“Are there any young men here [at the agency] I have not 

seen?” the captain asked.
“We have no others, only what you have seen.”

Take No Prisoners
The Indians close in on 
Custer in Don Prechtel’s 
Wiped Out. Kill Eagle 
claimed Sitting Bull took  
no one alive, adding  
the onslaught was “like  
a hurricane and swept 
everything before it.” 
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“What were the names of the chiefs?” Johnston asked in 
reference to those at the Little Bighorn.

“I can’t say.” Kill Eagle’s dodge prompted Johnston to switch 
tactics and suggest names.

“Is Gall out there?”
“He is, with as big a belly as ever.”
“Is Rain-in-the-Face out there?”
“I don’t know. He was there, and I think he came to Chey-

enne [River] Agency and went back to the hostiles again.”
“Is Plenty Crow out there?”
“Plenty Crow has never been away,” answered Kill Eagle, 

before again claiming ignorance. “I was not allowed to go 
around and see who was there or learn anything. I was watched 
all the time. I am in earnest when I say they guarded me 
closely day and night.”

“Did you all have guns when you started?”
“We had only what we turned in.”
“Did you have plenty of ammunition?”
“The sale of ammunition was stopped here before I went 

away. I was displeased with that, and I thought I would go 
out and starve anyway. I thought I could kill some game  
with arrows.”

“Did you have plenty of provisions when you started?”
“No, sir. The rations were very scarce; that was the reason 

I wanted to go out and kill some game.”
Kill Eagle then described a journey of 11 days to a place from 

which Indians collected whetstones. The morning after their  
arrival warriors rode back into camp to report the approach of 
white men. 

“I answered, ‘Very good, I will go and see them,’” Kill Eagle 
recalled. “We went to see if there were white men, and instead 
of being white men, it was a herd of buffalo. We killed 45 of them, 
including two sick calves. This is what we lived on.

“I then called my men to a feast of buffalo meat and said, ‘This 
is what induced us to leave the agency. Now we have got it, we will 
turn by a roundabout way and return to the agency.’ My brother-
in-law (who is dead) said, ‘No. Here is the village over at the place 
where they get blue earth [meaning Sitting Bull’s village]. We will 
go over there and get skins for moccasins, etc., which we need, 
and then return to the agency.’ And in doing this, he plotted 
my death but died himself.”

Staying put for the time being, Kill Eagle’s band slaughtered 
another 30 buffalo and returned to camp. The next morning 
unknown Lakota horsemen rode in.

“These were Indians coming from Sitting Bull’s village,” Kill 
Eagle said. “From them I heard from Sitting Bull’s camp. They 
told me there were contributions being made in Sitting Bull’s 
camp for me, and that I should make haste and get there, that 
they would make my heart glad.”

“When I got to the camp, I found the Indians starving, but they 
killed dogs and made a feast for me and told me, notwithstanding 
I was tired, I must march again the next day and camp where the 
buffalo were. In the morning the camp moved to Cottonwood 
Creek. I was the last to move, and when I got into camp, they 
were bringing in buffalo meat. Now that they had meat, the ‘Crow 
Society’ of the ‘Uncpapas’ [Hunkpapas] made a feast for me. 
I went to the feast, and a young man made me a present of a large 
roan horse and said to the Indians: ‘Here is a man that lives with 
the white men. You have invited him to come out here and get 

Rain’s Claims
Warrior Rain-in- 

the-Face claimed  
the Lakotas lost  

just 14 to 16 men  
in their victory over  

the 7th Cavalry.
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robes and skins. Now he is here, why don’t you speak? This is 
why I have given him the horse. Now come forward and give 
him your robes and skins.’ They gave me 34 robes packed on 
horses (horse and all) and said, ‘Here is what you came for—take 
it and go.’ These gifts made my heart very glad. The young man 
who gave me the roan horse was named ‘Spotted Eagle.’

“The next morning I got on my horse and went to an Indian 
soldier’s lodge, where there were many soldiers assembled, and 
said to them, ‘My kindred, I came out here for robes and skins. 
I have got them. Now my heart is glad, and now, my friends, 
be merciful to me and let me go back to the white men.

“They all answered, ‘How!’ but one man jumped up and 
spoke differently. There were four chiefs of soldiers there, who 
sat in the back part of the lodge. They said, ‘You have not spoken 
well. We are killing buffalo. Wait until we have sufficient to send 
in with you, and when you get it, you will have plenty meat to 
speak with, and then your heart will be glad.’”

“From that day I was to suffer,” Kill Eagle said.

Resuming his narrative, Kill Eagle steadfastly asserted his 
unwillingness to join the larger Lakota party. “The next morning 
the camp moved, but I remained behind. I pretended not to 
notice their movements, but the Indian soldiers surrounded 
my camp and made me move with them, the Indian soldiers 
marching behind and on both sides of us, so that it was im-
possible for us to get away.”

When the party reached the Rosebud, the Indian soldiers  
invited Kill Eagle’s men to a Sun Dance, promising a horse to any 
who needed one. Kill Eagle said they were guarded every step 
between the Rosebud and the village on Greasy Grass Creek 
(aka Little Bighorn River).

“We camped very close to this creek, and all at once there 
was a great commotion, it being reported that white men were  
coming. I got on my horse and said, ‘Pity me, my friends, we 
come from the whites, and they want you to listen to me. You are 

all grown men and must obey me. This nation here [the bands 
of Sitting Bull and others] fights with the whites, but the whites 
are our friends, and we don’t bear arms against them.’

“The Indians then went out to battle, but there came a herd 
of buffalo, and I and my men went after the buffalo and brought 
back buffalo meat.

“When the Indians returned from the battle, they denounced 
me as a traitor, because I did not go on to the fight.”

Soon breaking camp, the Indian soldiers compelled Kill  
Eagle’s band to fall in with them. The chief’s refusal to do battle 
with Custer’s 7th U.S. Cavalry prompted those who had to taunt 
and otherwise provoke Kill Eagle and his men.

“They abused and whipped my men,” he said. “They can 
show the marks today.” Captain Johnston noted that a number 
of warriors present did in fact exhibit wounds made by knives,  
lances and quirts. Kill Eagle himself bore a rather large wound 
on his hip. He said the hostile Indians also set fire to his band’s  
lodges and killed some of their horses. The outraged chief  
returned the insult, killing one of their mounts. “After this they 
treated us still worse.”

Seeking to placate his abusers, Kill Eagle had his women pre-
pare a feast of wild turnips and invited the Cheyennes in camp 
to the feast. Members of four warrior societies accepted the invi-
tation and promised to intercede for Kill Eagle’s band. “You 
have been mistreated,” one Cheyenne chief told Kill Eagle, “but 
hereafter we will protect you. We are 500 lodges strong. Go 
your way, and we will stand between you and Sitting Bull’s men.”

The following night was especially dark and windy, so Kill 
Eagle had his people quietly strike their lodges and flee. Despite 
the promise of the Cheyennes, he said, Sitting Bull’s soldiers set 
out after them. The band wore out seven horses in their efforts 
to escape, but they got away. “When I came into camp,” Kill 
Eagle said, “I found turtle, fish and beaver, and this was our 
food.” He may have shared the last detail in a tone of disgust, 
as most Plains Indians detested eating fish.

Victory Pose 
Little Bighorn veterans 

(from left) Gall, Crawler, 
Crow King, Antelope 
Running and Rain-in- 
the-Face pose at the 

Standing Rock Agency.
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Having recorded Kill Eagle’s narrative, 
Captain Johnston pressed the Sihasapa Lakota 
chief for specifics about the battles on the Rose-
bud and Little Bighorn.

“How many warriors had Sitting Bull in this 
battle [Rosebud]?” the captain asked.

“A great many. I could not tell how many.”
“Did they have plenty of arms and ammu-

nition?”
“They seemed to have. I could not tell, as I 

had not opportunity to get about to see them. All 
the Indian soldiers who were guarding me had 
splendid arms.”

“Did they have needle guns?” [Prussian army 
Dreyse breechloading rifles, which by 1876 were 
obsolete in Germany but popping up throughout 
the West as surplus.]

“They had all kinds of guns—Henry rifles, 
Winchesters, Sharps, Spencers, muzzleloaders—
and many of them two or three revolvers apiece. 
All had knives and lances.”

“Did the [Indian] soldiers who were guarding 
you have plenty of ammunition?”

“Yes, their belts full, and the best kind of 
arms, fixed ammunition, metallic cartridges. 
All of us here had very bad guns. You see what 
we turned in.”

“In this fight [Rosebud] how many Indians 
were killed or wounded?”

“Four killed and left on the field, who were mutilated by 
Crow Indians, and 12 died in the camp.”

“How many Indians were killed on the right of the camp 
[on the Little Bighorn] in the fight with [Major Marcus] Reno?”

“Fourteen were killed on the field with Reno, and 39 died 
on the field with Custer. I know of seven who died of wounds 
within camp afterward.”

Kill Eagle’s 16 dead Indians on Reno’s field and 39 on Custer’s 
may have included 10 women and children known to have 
been killed during the battle. In an 1886 interview Hunkpapa 
Chief Gall said 43 Indians had been killed, including two of his 
wives and three of his children. Eight years later Rain-in-the-
Face claimed the Lakota had lost 14 to 16 warriors. Major Reno 
counted 18 dead Indians on the field. Kill Eagle’s numbers fall 
in the general range.

Kill Eagle insisted Sitting Bull’s soldiers tortured no one during 
or after the Rosebud and Little Bighorn fights, though mutila-
tion of the dead, as practiced, appalled even many Indians.

“When we were in the council lodge, smoking [after the Rose- 
bud fight],” Kill Eagle recalled, “a warrior named Black Mocca-
sin, a Cheyenne, brought in a white man’s arm. He began beating 
me and my men over the head and shoulders with it, and said, 
‘Here is your husband’s hand.’…They brought in Crow Indian 
scalps and beat us over the head with them. If ever one of these 
men comes into this agency, I vow to kill him.”

“Did Sitting Bull take any prisoners alive?” Johnston asked 
of Custer’s Last Stand on the Little Bighorn.

“He did not. He took no one alive. It was like 
a hurricane and swept everything before it.”

Kill Eagle said the fight with Reno began 
about noon and lasted only a few minutes, 
while the fight with Custer continued almost 
until sundown.

“The United States troops were all killed 
on the east side,” he repeated. “None crossed 
the stream.”

Johnston wrapped up the interview with ques-
tions about specific participants.

“How old do you think Sitting Bull is?”
“About 40 years.”
“What is the color of his hair? I heard it 

was light.”
“He has light hair.”
“Is he light himself?”
“He is not a white man,” Kill Eagle replied. 

“You can’t expect an Indian to be white.”
“How large a man is he?”
“About 5 feet 10 inches. He is very heavy and 

muscular and big around the breast. He has a 
very large head. His hair is not long; it only 
comes down to his shoulders.”

“I have heard that there was a Spaniard fight-
ing with the Indians. Did you see him?”

“There was once a white man in camp, but he 
went to Spotted Tail’s [agency] before the fight.”

Kill Eagle made his mark at the bottom of the statement, 
and Afraid of Eagles, a brother to Bear’s Rib, subchief of the 
Hunkpapa Lakotas, corroborated his testimony. “I have been 
with Kill Eagle,” he told Johnston, “and what he tells you is just 
what I would tell you.”

Kill Eagle’s account of events on the Rosebud and Little 
Bighorn contributed one particular insight to the Custer Myth—
that Sitting Bull ruled his tribe as a de facto dictator and master 
strategist. The real Last Stand was not a Sioux ambush but a sur-
prise attack by the 7th Cavalry that backfired once the Indians 
overcame their astonishment. Custer and Reno lost 268 soldiers 
and scouts. Kill Eagle’s Indian casualty list, while high, falls 
far short of the notion a warrior died for every soldier or scout.

Kill Eagle’s neutrality may also have been a myth. According 
to a Hunkpapa account from Standing Rock—written by Indians 
for Indians—Kill Eagle and about 20 of his warriors fought right 
alongside those desperate to save their families. His story of 
his reluctance in the face of Sitting Bull’s bullying tactics may 
have been prompted by similar motivation. Warriors can’t hunt 
buffalo to feed their wives and children while lingering in a 
guardhouse or moldering in the ground. 

Wild West special contributor John Koster is the author  
of Custer Survivor (2010) and Custer’s Lost Scout (2017).  
Kill Eagle’s account appears in The Custer Myth, by Colonel 
William A. Graham, and the casualty statistics in Custer  
in ’76, by Walter Mason Camp.
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Cowboys & Outlaws
Posing out of the saddle 
in 1876 are (from left) 
Sam Bass, Joe Collins, 
John E. Gardner and 
Joe’s brother Joel 
Collins. Bass and Joel 
Collins turned outlaw.
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TRAIL
Cow town storekeeper M.F. Leech 

moonlighted as a detective to track down  
a notorious Wild West gang 

By John Flood

The country in which the robbery was committed is wild and dreary, 
and some trouble may be experienced in striking the right trail.  
It is thought they have gone north, and that they are the same robbers 
who have recently been plundering Black Hills stagecoaches. 
—Omaha Daily Bee, Sept. 19, 1877

One-Man Posse
After the Big Springs, 
Neb., train robbery, 

store owner M.F. Leech 
tracked the gang solo.
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n isolated train station on the 
stark western Nebraska frontier was the target. A group of six 
not-so-successful stagecoach-robbing outlaws, dubbed the Black 
Hills Bandits, had put the Union Pacific’s eastbound express No. 4 
in their crosshairs, hoping for their first big score. The serene 
moonlight that drenched the handful of structures at Big Springs 
that early autumn night belied the tumult soon to take place.

Minutes before the train’s scheduled arrival time of 10:48 p.m. 
on Sept. 18, 1877, the masked gang sprang into action, unleash-
ing their well-rehearsed plan. Two of the men burst into the tiny 
station house, surprising agent George Barnhart, who found 
himself staring down the barrels of four cocked revolvers. The 
masked gunmen forced the railroad employee to disable his tele-
graph equipment and then hang by the trackside a red signal 
lantern, intended to stop the train.

As the train came hissing into the depot, rifle-wielding gang 
members approached the locomotive and captured engineer 
George Vroman and his fireman, firing a shot to encourage com-
pliance. Several cars back from the engine other masked outlaws 
nabbed conductor M.M. Patterson as he stepped from the train, 
headed toward Barnhart’s office.

Next on the gang’s agenda was to locate and appropriate the 
treasure they suspected was aboard. Two of the outlaws ushered 
Barnhart to the express car and had him knock on the door. The 
oblivious express car messenger, Charles Miller, opened the 
door slightly. In an instant Barnhart’s escorts burst through the 
door and disarmed Miller at gunpoint.

The robbers grabbed more than $400 in cash from the car’s 
way safe and then turned to the through safe, only to discover it 
secured with a combination lock Miller said could not be opened 
until the train reached Omaha. Though the messenger insisted 
he didn’t have the combination, one of the gunmen threatened 
and pistol-whipped him until convinced he was telling the truth.

The outlaws had resigned themselves to robbing passengers, 
when one noticed three heavy boxes stacked in a corner. Miller 
claimed ignorance as to their contents, so the curious gang 
member tumbled the top box to the floor, and out showered 
$20 double-eagle gold coins straight from the San Francisco 
mint. Each box held 1,000 such coins. The Black Hills Bandits 
had finally struck the mother lode. Scooping up loose coins, 
they dragged the boxes onto the platform.

While two outlaws secured the $60,000 cache, the others 
proceeded to part first-class passengers from some $1,300 in 

cash, four gold watches and even a train ticket to Chicago. In 
the process the robbers fired at least one shot, slightly wounding 
passenger Andy Riley. Then, as slickly and suddenly as they had 
begun the heist, the six outlaws vanished into the Nebraska night.

Barnhart repaired his telegraph and alerted Cheyenne of the 
robbery, the largest ever to hit the Union Pacific. News spread fast 
across the country. The Omaha Daily Bee ran a detailed account 
the next evening, September 19. A day after that the St. Louis 
Globe-Democrat declared in a pessimistic subhead AND THE 
ROBBERS WILL NEVER AGAIN BE HEARD OF. Accounts varied as 
to the number of robbers, from seven to as many as 15. Rumors 
of James-Younger Gang involvement ran rampant.

In reality there were a half-dozen robbers, led by Joel Collins, 
a onetime trail boss from Texas who had turned to crime in the 
Black Hills of Dakota Territory. The wounded Riley recognized 
Collins, despite the outlaw’s mask, from a past cattle drive. The 
other robbers were Sam Bass—who had come up the trail with 
Collins the previous fall and would gain greater notoriety— 
Bill Heffridge, Jim Berry, Tom Nixon and Jack Davis. After the 
robbery the gang rode back to their camp just outside Ogallala, 
some 20 miles east, burying the loot somewhere along the way. 
While townspeople gossiped excitedly about the robbery, the 
six ostensible cowboys feigned unconcern and even caught naps.

At first little more than a whistle-stop on the Union Pacific 
Railroad some 330 miles west of Omaha, Ogallala had grown 
with the influx of cattle herds and blazing of the Western Trail 
in 1874. By 1876 Ogallala had its second hotel, the Spofford 
House (built by the Leech family), and the cowpunchers had 
a choice of saloons for cutting the trail dust. On the night of the 
train robbery the gang members reportedly threw down drinks 
at William Tucker’s popular Tuck’s Saloon before heading to 
Big Springs.

While the robbery undoubtedly surprised Union Pacific offi-
cials, they were quick to respond. “The loss, of course, falls 
upon the Union Pacific Express Co., an organization that is part 
of the railroad company,” the Omaha Daily Bee reported. Edgar 
M. Morsman, superintendent of the Union Pacific Express, 
went to Ogallala in hopes of finding someone to help appre-
hend the bandits and recoup his company’s money. A talk with 
one of the Leech clan, general store owner Millard Fillmore 
Leech, convinced the superintendent to look no further. Born 
in small-town Tionesta, Pa., in 1850, Leech had migrated west 

A
Scene of the Crime

Here’s how Big Springs 
station looked in 1877 
when masked bandits 
robbed a train there.
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with father David and settled in Ogallala in 1873. As a would-be 
detective, M.F. Leech had a number of things going for him. 
He knew the countryside and most everyone in the area, had 
already been to Big Springs to survey the crime scene and had 
reportedly tracked moonshiners while living in Tennessee.

After hiring Leech and gathering as much information as 
possible, Morsman issued the following telegram to all railroad 
stations in the region:

It is believed that the robbery was done by six cowboys under 
the leadership of Joel Collins, as they have suddenly disappeared 
from a cow camp near Ogallala in which they had been hanging out 
for several days.…As Collins was from Texas, it is thought they will 
head southward. A reward of $10,000 will be paid for their cap-
ture, or a pro rata amount for the capture, dead or alive, of any 
one of them. Post conspicuous notices.

Multiple posses soon set out to scour the region for Collins, 
Bass and the others. Leech later said he asked the Union Pacific 
to provide him with a posse, but it refused. So, with few leads 
or clues, he set out alone.

Within a day of their return to Ogallala the bandits had re-
alized it was best to get the heck out town. So as not to raise suspi-
cions, they had attached themselves to a cattle drive headed south. 
The gang apparently stayed with the drive for one or two days 
before splitting off. M.F. Leech was in pursuit. “I was 24 hours 
behind them, but as they rode in a body, I had no trouble with 
their trail,” he told The New York Times in 1895. “I made 60 miles 
that day and about 11 o’clock p.m. came up with them on the 
bank of the Republican River.” The date was likely September 22.

In his interview with the Times Leech weaves a sensational tale 
that in places stretches credibility. Among other previous ex-
ploits, for example, the storekeeper claimed to have lived with 
a band of Sioux Indians, arrested Mountain Meadows Massacre 
ringleader John D. Lee and scouted for Brig. Gen. George Crook 
during the Great Sioux War of 1876. While certain details remain 
sketchy, however, there is no question Leech went in pursuit of 
the Black Hills Bandits.

As Leech tells it, on discovering the outlaws’ night camp, 
he staked his horse on the opposite bank of the Republican, 
crossed the river and crept up on the half-dozen sleeping men. 
Slipping in among them, he spotted a large sack full of stolen 
gold coins, but it was too heavy to drag away. After recrossing 
the river to fetch a knife from his gear, he returned to camp, 
intending to slice open the bag and take the gold piecemeal. 
In the interim, however, the outlaw sleeping beside the loot 
had shifted position and thrown an arm over the sack. Con-
sidering himself fortunate not to have been discovered thus far, 
Leech chose not to push his luck any further. He returned to his 
horse and got some shut-eye.

In the morning Leech climbed a cottonwood and watched 
as the outlaws saddled their horses and continued south. The 
Ogallala merchant turned detective then mounted up, rode to 
a nearby ranch and enlisted a herder to carry a letter to Union 
Pacific officials. His dispatch indicated he had spotted the rob-
bers near Young’s Ranch on the Republican, and they were 
crossing the border into Kansas, headed toward Buffalo Station 
on the Kansas Pacific. Leech then resumed his mission and 
picked up the outlaws’ trail.

The gang went into camp on Beaver Creek in Smith County. 
Once again Leech staked his horse on the opposite bank, then 

Express Instructions
This stamp from the 
Pacific Express Co. 
(successor to the Union 
Pacific Express) bears 
the signature of Edgar 
M. Morsman, who in 
1877 hired Leech to 
track the train robbers.

On the Run
The six bandits fled 
south. Only two of 
them, Bass included, 
made it to Texas.

THE CHASE
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waded the stream and inched up 
close. “I got near enough to hear them 

talking of robberies and murders they had committed in the 
Black Hills,” he said. The gang agreed to split into pairs and meet 
up weeks later in Dallas. Then they divvied up the spoils. “They 
were sitting in a circle,” Leech recalled, “and ‘Joe’ [sic ] Collins 
had his saddle flap across his knees, upon which he stacked up the 
$20 gold pieces. He would stack up six stacks and then give a stack 
to each.” The men exchanged addresses, after which Collins had 
them stand, raise their hands and swear never to be taken alive.

On September 24, as Collins, Bass and cohorts broke camp, 
Union Pacific officials in Ogallala pored over Leech’s intelli-
gence-filled dispatch. That evening, as Leech reached the banks 
of Sappa Creek, he decided to swing by the house 
of a local widow who served meals to passing cow-
boys. He was approaching her house when two of 
the gang strode into view. Whirling his horse, Leech 
came face to face with two more outlaws afoot. The 
creek afforded his only escape. Dropping alongside 
his horse to duck bullets, he spurred it across a con-
venient ford—directly into the outlaw camp. Leech 
managed to build up a fair lead while the bandits 
scrambled for their own mounts. Riding deep into 
the surrounding brush, he waited them out.

As these cat-and-mouse antics played out, Union 
Pacific Superintendent Silas H.H. Clark sent a wire 
to Fort Hays, 60 miles east of Buffalo Station:

Robbers with plunder have been discovered near Young’s Ranch 
on the Republican River. There are six of them—one party now 
making south. Send sheriff and strong party from Ellis north to 
intercept them, and if General Pope calls for special train, furnish it 
at our expense, please. Also use your own judgment in helping to 
catch the thieves.

Ellis County Sheriff George Bardsley immediately set out 
north for Fort Hays. Meanwhile, Major General John Pope, 
commander of the military Department of the Missouri, tele-
graphed all posts he thought might help in the pursuit, in-
cluding Forts Hays and Wallace in Kansas and even Fort Elliott 
in Texas, some 300 miles south of the action. He also arranged 
for a locomotive and car in which to transport a posse. As the 
fugitives continued their hopeful trek to freedom, splitting into 
pairs as agreed to reduce the odds of capture, Sheriff Bard-
sley, 16th U.S. Infantry Lieutenant Leven Allen and a party of 
10 soldiers boarded the special train at Fort Hays bound for 
Buffalo Station.

Leech’s letter had set the wheels in motion. Union Pacific offi-
cials had zeroed in on the bandits, an entire military department 
was on the alert, and every lawman in the region was on the 
lookout. It would be an understatement to say the Black Hills 
Bandits were in a heap of trouble.

Arriving at Buffalo Station around midnight, Sheriff Bard-
sley, Lieutenant Allen and the party of soldiers camped not far 
from the depot. Just after 8 the next morning, September 26, 
Joel Collins and Bill Heffridge ambled into the station on horse-
back leading a heavily laden pack pony.

After exchanging pleasantries with station agent Bill Sternberg, 
the men asked where they could buy supplies. Sternberg had 
received the alerts about the robbers and immediately grew sus-
picious. As he engaged the men in conversation, fate intervened, 
as one of them dropped an envelope addressed in block letters 
to JOEL COLLINS. Appearing unconcerned, Sternberg excused 
himself and stepped away to alert the sheriff. Accounts differ 
as to how events unfolded from that point.

According to some reports, Sheriff Bardsley let the men pur-
chase their supplies and ride off before he decided to give chase. 
The posse apprehended them just south of the station. Author 
Rick Miller, in his thoroughly researched 1999 book Sam Bass 

& Gang, suggests Bardsley’s performance was less 
than stellar and that if not for Lieutenant Allen 
and his troopers Collins and Heffridge may have 
waltzed on down the trail to Texas.

When told they fit the description of train rob-
bers, Collins and Heffridge at first feigned surprise 
and agreed to return to the station for further ques-
tioning. Moments later, however, after whispering 
between themselves, they reached for their revolv-
ers. As the guns cleared leather, the soldiers opened 

One Who Got Away
Despite a reward and 
this Pinkerton poster, 
Tom Nixon absconded, 
possibly to Canada.

One Who Got Caught
Texas Rangers cornered and 
shot Sam Bass in Round Rock. 
He died on July 21, 1878.



fire, dropping both outlaws from their saddles. 
Hays City officials soon received a terse telegram:

Have killed Collins and his pal. Have two sacks 
of gold; can’t tell how much, about 80 pounds.

The haul came to $19,456.60—almost exactly a 
third of the take from the train.

On a dreary open plain near a western Kansas 
train station, just eight days after the robbery, the 
gang’s ringleader and one other member had met 
swift frontier justice. 

With Collins and Heffridge out of the picture, 
M.F. Leech turned his attention to tracking Jim 
Berry, who, based on the gang’s campfire chat, 
would head to his hometown haunts near Mexico, 
Mo. Tom Nixon initially traveled with Berry, then 
split off, possibly bound for Canada. Soon after 
arriving in Missouri, Leech met with a reporter 
from the Mexico Weekly Ledger, who provided this 
colorful description of the detective:

He was a short, wiry-looking little fellow, dressed 
in a very outlandish manner. He had on an old pair 
of shoes, almost worn-out pants, a new hat and a 
loose coat with the tails cut off. The only thing in 
his appearance that would strike a casual observer 
was that brilliancy of his eye. He had an eagle eye, 
surely; under his coat he had a long “45” caliber 
pistol with two belts full of cartridges. He was evi-
dently “fixed” for anybody. 

Independently of Leech, Audrain County Sheriff 
Harrison “Harry” Glasscock had followed up on 
tips Berry was back in town and on a spending 
spree, foolishly using $20 gold pieces from the Big 
Springs train robbery. Glasscock got to him first, 
on October 14, emptying a load of buckshot into 
the fugitive’s leg when he resisted arrest. As a 
doctor tended to Berry, the outlaw confessed his 
involvement in the Union Pacific heist. Though 
the wound didn’t appear serious, within a couple 
of days Berry’s leg turned gangrenous.

In his 1877 book Hands Up! Omaha journalist 
Alfred Sorenson cryptically detailed Berry’s fate:

Deputy Sheriff Dave Burley, of Omaha, on the day 
of the arrest of Berry proceeded to Jefferson City, 
Mo., and obtained a requisition for Berry to take 
him to Nebraska to be tried for his crime. The offi-
cer arrived in Mexico the day after Berry had been 
called to a higher tribunal on a requisition from 
the angel of death.

That angel came calling at the Ringo House in 
Mexico on October 16.

As the curtain fell for Berry, Sam Bass and Jack 
Davis plodded south across Kansas in a well-worn 
buggy they had acquired. Narrowly avoiding de-
tection, they arrived in Texas in early November. 
Davis urged Bass to accompany him to safer climes, 
but Sam chose to remain in the Lone Star State and 
resume his life of crime. With a new gang he robbed 
four trains and two stagecoaches, though they never 
made off with more than $500. Regardless, Texans 
and others viewed him as a Robin Hood type, 
robbing from the rich rail barons. They sang a 
cowboy ballad in his honor for decades afterward. 
Davis went to New Orleans and, like Nixon, man-
aged to elude authorities. Not so Bass. Texas Rangers 
shot him on July 19, 1878, as he and cohorts cased 
a bank in Round Rock. Two days later, on his 27th 
birthday, Bass drew his last breath—just 10 months 
after the Big Springs robbery.

Thanks to M.F. Leech and his dogged pursuit, 
the Black Hills Bandits merit little more than a 
footnote in the annals of Western history. While 
the Big Springs robbery was the gang’s first big 
success, its members had pulled off a number 
of stagecoach robberies and during one botched 
attempt had killed a popular driver named Johnny 
Slaughter. Robin Hood and his Merry Men they 
were not. Leech, by contrast, was a law and order 
pioneer of the Plains if not officially a lawman. 
It is long overdue for someone to take pen in hand 
and write the “Ballad of M.F. Leech.” 

John Flood of Winchester, Va., is the director of 
Big Legends [big-legends.com], a genealogy 
and Western American history research firm that 
produces books and DVDs. In 2014 he visited  
the Big Springs, Neb., robbery site, and he is 
writing a biography of M.F. Leech, due out in 
2018. For further reading he suggests Sam  
Bass & Gang, by Rick Miller; Hands Up!, by  
Al Sorenson; and Sam Bass, by Wayne Gard.

Friends 
in Low 
Places
Joel Collins was well 
known in Ogallala, 
Nebraska. Some 
accounts say he took 
herds up the Western 
Trail as many as four 
times. Whether accu- 
rate or not, he, Sam 
Bass and Jim Berry 
spent enough time  
there in 1876 and ’77 
to make many acquain-
tances. With Bill Heff- 
ridge, Tom Nixon and 
Jack Davis in tow the 
trio frequented Ogal- 
lala’s saloons and 
gambled conspicuously 
during their September 
1877 visit. After the  
Big Springs robbery  
one of their associates 
sent the letter below 
(spelling and punctua-
tion left intact) from 
Ogallala to Ellis, Kan., 
dated September 24. 
Within a few days 
Collins did indeed  
come into Ellis—un- 
fortunately for him, it 
was as a corpse. —J.F.

J.J.COLLINS FRIEND

I have herd that Leech has follard you and said that yoe 

have robe that train at Big Spring I think St Clare is the 

man that said yoe ware the partie that Rob it—and they 

sent Leech to hunt yoe up if I was yoe I wood Come back 

and kill the sun of a bitch and kill if yoe will I give a good 

he and St Clare is the two men that said that yoe ware the 

man that don it kept this to yoe self and write me and I 

will write yoe and kept yoe posted.
I am you friend

S.R. M___s
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LAST MAN  
STANDING

Charles Windolph fought at the Little Bighorn, received 
the Medal of Honor and outlived all fellow survivors 

By John Koster
Little Bighorn Survivor

Charles Windolph, 86, 
poses in 1938 wearing 

his Medal of Honor and 
Indian Campaign Medal.
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harles Windolph was not among the 
celebrated participants of the June 25–
26, 1876, Battle of the Little Bighorn, 

though he received the Medal of Honor and shared his story 
in I Fought With Custer, a book published in 1947, three years 
before his death. Yes, it wasn’t until March 11, 1950, at age 98, 
that Windolph died, finally meriting mention as the late last 
survivor of the Little Bighorn.

The father-son writing team of Frazier and Robert Hunt began 
recording Windolph’s story when the onetime member of the 
7th U.S. Cavalry was 86. “His mind was as clear as a bell,” Frazier 
Hunt recalled, “and his memory was prodigious.” On Dec. 9, 
1945, the day Windolph turned 94, he remained clear and alert 
in a follow-up interview with Robert Hunt. “He was able to fill in 
many holes in his story,” Frazier noted, “as he had given it to me 
several years before.” The first half of the book was a purported 
verbatim interview with Windolph—with several notable errata.

For example, Windolph told the Hunts he was born on Dec. 9, 
1851, in Bergen, Germany. But in 1851 Bergen was part of the 
Kingdom of Hanover. Fifteen years later, during the 1866 Austro- 
Prussian War, a Prussian army boxed in the Hanoverian army at 
Langensalza. The Hanoverians managed to defeat the Prussians 
in battle before running out of room and options and capitu-
lating. The unification of Germany followed in 1871.

In another problematic passage the Hunts quote Windolph 
regarding Prussian military service: “I was 18 in the spring of 
1870, and by June it looked pretty certain that Prussia was going 
to fight Napoléon III of France. I was booked to be drafted 
in the dragoons, but a few days before I was to report for duty, 
I skipped out for Sweden. Then I hustled over to Copenhagen, 
Denmark, where we had some family friends. I stayed there 
eight or 10 days, then I got a boat for America.” The Franco- 

Prussian War he’d anticipated broke out that July. At the time, 
however, conscripts from Prussian-annexed Hanover were des-
ignated for a two-year hitch in their own infantry regiments, 
while cavalry and horse artillery enlistments were voluntary 
and lasted for three years.

“I was about the greenest thing that ever hit New York,” 
Windolph continued. “I couldn’t talk more than a dozen words 
of English, and I had exactly $2.50 in money.” Windolph landed 
a job with a boot maker in Hoboken, N.J., but grumbled about it. 
“Finally, an old man who was working next to me, and who talked 
German, told me to join the Army and to learn English so that 
I could amount to something,” he recalled. “A good many Ger-
man boys like myself had run away from the compulsory military 
service and the Franco-Prussian War, but about the only job there 
was for us over here was to enlist in the United States Army.”

One point bears scrutiny. Windolph described his father, 
Joseph Windolph, as “a master shoemaker” who employed a 
dozen men and taught him the trade. Hanover fell under British 
rule from 1714 until 1837, and virtually all middle-class Hano- 
verians spoke English, thus Windolph’s language difficulties 
sound like a convenience.

Conspicuously missing from Windolph’s narrative is any 
mention of his first enlistment—with the 2nd U.S. Infantry, on 
Nov. 12, 1871. As a federal soldier in the occupied South he may 
have felt like an oppressive Prussian soldier in occupied Hanover, 
for eight months later he deserted.

On July 23, 1872, just five days after deserting from the 2nd 
Infantry in Atlanta, Ga., Windolph skipped to Nashville, Tenn., 
and re-enlisted, joining Company H of the 7th U.S. Cavalry 
under the name “Charles Wrangel.” His choice of alias was likely 
a subtle jab, as contemporary Prussian Field Marshal Friedrich 

C

Medal of Honor
Windolph received  
his nation’s highest  

honor for actions  
on Reno Hill during  

the June 25–26,  
1876, battle in  

Montana Territory.
 



Capable Captain
Windolph idolized Fred 
Benteen and claimed he 
“more or less assumed 
command” on Reno Hill.

Black Hills Expedition
Windolph was a member 
of this George Custer–led 
venture two years before 
the Little Bighorn disaster. 

Young Windolph
He fled military service in 
the Franco-Prussian War 
but made his mark in the 
American Indian wars.

Windolph said Major 
Marcus Reno and men 
were disorganized and 
frightened on Reno Hill.
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Graf von Wrangel was the ultimate militarist, widely hated in 
Hanover for his crass suppression of home rule. (Fifteen months 
later, on Oct. 10, 1873, President Ulysses S. Grant would pro-
claim an amnesty for all deserters, provided they served out 
their enlistments; Windolph/Wrangel turned himself in and 
was restored to duty with the 7th.)

On re-enlisting Windolph fell under the tutelage of Com-
pany H commander Captain Frederick Benteen, and his life 
started to turn around. “I though he was about the finest-looking 
soldier I had ever seen,” gushed Windolph of his superior. 
“Besides soldiering and drilling, I got to be the company shoe-
maker. I remember making a pair of cavalry boots for Captain 
Benteen. He always said they were about the finest boots he ever 
had.” In the spring of 1873 the 7th Cavalry moved its headquar-
ters to Fort Abraham Lincoln, Dakota Territory. “We were being 
sent from Nashville,” Windolph noted, “a thousand miles straight 
north into the Indian country. We’d see some service now.”

Probably about the time the regiment consolidated, Windolph, 
still soldiering under the Prussian-Swedish name Wrangel, met 
a “fellow Prussian” soldiering under the name “August Finckle.” 
Windolph, the Hanoverian, hated Prussians yet became Finckle’s 
best friend. Why? The answer may lie in their conversations: 
Windolph spoke Low German, the regional dialect also spoken 
in Prussia, and he may have sniffed out Finckle as a fake Prussian. 
Finckle was, some historians now claim, Frank Finkel, an Ohio 
farm boy whose German-born father, Peter Finkel, had served 
two hitches in the sovereign Bavarian army before immigrating.

Finkel had reportedly enlisted in the Army as “August Finckle” 
in Chicago in January 1872, citing his birthplace as “Berlin, 
Prussia,” though filling out the forms in English. He may have 
borrowed “August” from Queen Augusta of Prussia. (Frank him-
self had been named after Benjamin Franklin, like his uncle 

Benjamin Franklin Finkel, a noted 
mathematician and educator.) Finck-
le’s ancestral Bavarians disliked the 
Prussians as much as Windolph’s 
Hanoverians did. Contemporary ac-
counts describe Finckle as speaking 
really bad German. Windolph may 
have covered for him.

Recounting his arrival on the north-
ern Plains, Windolph expressed a 
measure of sympathy for the Indi-
ans. “Once the buffalo, around whose 
existence the whole economy of the 
Indian was based, was killed off,” he 
reflected, “the nomads had nothing 
to do but submit to government con-
trol and become Agency Indians, de-
graded, whiskey-crazed, beaten. Only 
the various tribes of the Sioux and the 
fighting Cheyenne refused to be bro-
ken on the wheel of civilization.” In 
the wake of Lt. Col. George Custer’s 
Black Hills Expedition of 1874 Win-
dolph, with the almost superstitious 

honesty of the German peasant, made 
this blunt observation:

You could sign all the Indian treaties 
you could pack on a mule, but they 
wouldn’t do any good. Men would get 
through. They’d go after gold in spite of 
hell and high water.…I read once about 
how everyone who touched an Egyp-
tian king’s tomb was doomed to die 
a violent death. Seems to me that the 
Indians must have put some curse like 
that on the white men who first touched 
their sacred Black Hills.…Custer got 
a lot of notoriety from his Black Hills 
Expedition and the discovery of gold. 
But he never had any luck after that.

Government agents told the Indi-
ans to report to their assigned reser-
vations by Jan. 31, 1876, or face a war. 
“It was all legal and proper,” Win-
dolph said, “and all equally impossi-
ble to comply with, even if the Indians had so desired.…So the 
Army was at last to have its day.”

Benteen’s Company H had since returned to Reconstruction 
duty, in New Orleans, and did not rejoin the assembled 7th Cav-
alry until the spring of 1876. Windolph made a frank assessment 
of the regiment:

A lot of the troopers didn’t care much for Custer, but it looked 
as if Major [Marcus] Reno would command the regiment if Custer 
didn’t arrive [from testifying before Congress regarding the trader 
post scandal tied to Secretary of War William W. Belknap]. And 
most of us didn’t know or care a great deal about Reno.

Trooper Windolph, not yet 25, viewed the forthcoming cam-
paign as a great adventure. “You felt like you were somebody 
when you were on a good horse,” he reminisced, “with a carbine 
dangling from its small leather ring socket on your McClellan 
saddle, and a Colt army revolver strapped on your hip; and a 
hundred rounds of ammunition in your web belt and in your 
saddle pockets.”

Windolph recalled that as the regiment approached the 
Little Bighorn, a fellow trooper asked to trade his own spirited 
horse for Windolph’s more disciplined mount, Roman Nose. 
Windolph, a confident rider, first wanted to clear it with Ben-
teen, but he found the captain engrossed in conversation with 
Custer. At the time an enlisted man could not speak to a com-
missioned officer unless recognized. “I never did get to ask 
Benteen about that horse trade,” Windolph said. “So I rode 
old Roman Nose into the battle.”

Custer put Companies D, H and K under Benteen’s command 
and sent him on a reconnaissance to the left of the main column. 
Recalling the march, Windolph recounted the arrival of two mes-

Fellow Survivor?
Frank Finkel claimed to be 
Windolph’s friend August 
Finckle and that he had 
survived the Last Stand.
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sengers, first Sergeant Daniel Kanipe and then 
Trumpeter John Martin, the latter of whom bore 
a hastily scrawled message from Custer to Benteen: 
BENTEEN. COME ON. BIG VILLAGE. BE QUICK. BRING 
PACKS. P.S. BRING PACKS.

Benteen came on and discovered, as Windolph 
described, survivors of the three companies from 
the Valley Fight and a handful of Arikara scouts 
under Major Reno swarming up what would be-
come known as Reno Hill. “It’s no use pretending 
that the men here on the hill, from Reno down, 
were not disorganized and downright frightened,” 
Windolph said. “They’d had a lot of men killed, 
and it been the grace of God and the bad aim 
of the Indians that had let them escape across the 
river with their lives.” According to Windolph, 
that’s when his captain stepped up. “Cool, capable 
Benteen more or less assumed command.”

Windolph recalled an effort to break through 
to Custer’s five companies, though he suggested 
the officers had questioned the wisdom of such an 
attempt. He himself was relieved to make it back 
atop Reno Hill.

The sun went down “like a ball of fire,” and the 
siege picked up again the following morning, 
June 26. Windolph saw a buddy named Jones 
(possibly Private Julien D. Jones) killed at his side. 
Struck by a ricochet, Windolph bled profusely but 
was not seriously wounded. “The surgeon,” he re-
called, “wanted to bind it up, but I told him there 
were plenty of badly wounded men to take care of. 
A minute or two later another bullet from the hill-
top tore into the hickory butt of my rifle, splitting it 
squarely in two. I was plenty mad, because my Army 
carbine wouldn’t let me return the compliment.”

The situation looked bleak. “Indians concealed 
in bushes across the river were firing up at us, and 
they had every foot of this draw and the riverbank covered,” Windolph said. 
“Finally, Captain Benteen called for volunteers. I think there were 17 of us 
altogether who stepped forward. He detailed four of us from H who were 
extra good marksmen to take up an exposed position on the brow of the hill, 
facing the river. We were to stand up and not only draw the fire of the Indians 
below but…[also] pump as much lead as we could into the bushes where the 
Indians were hiding.…It just happened that the four of us who were posted 
on the hill were all German boys, [Sergeant George H.] Geiger, Meckling [sic, 
Blacksmith Henry W.B. Mechlin], [Saddler Otto] Voit and myself. None of us 
four were wounded, although we stood exposed on that ridge for more than 
20 minutes, and they threw plenty of lead at us.”

Benteen rounded up as many men as he could from Troop M—already 
ravaged in the Valley Fight—and Windolph joined them in a charge on foot 
to push back the encroaching warriors. “Yelling and firing,” the trooper re-
called, “we went at the ‘double quick’ and the Indians broke and ran. When 
we had cleaned them out for a hundred yards ahead of us, we hustled back 
to our holes.” When Windolph arrived back atop the hill, Benteen field 
promoted him to sergeant, likely out of necessity. “We’d had one sergeant 
and two men killed and 12 wounded in H Troop alone,” Windolph noted.

Riding in Relief
Brig. Gen. Alfred Terry 
arrived with his column 
on June 27, to the relief  
of Windolph and fellows. 

Atop the Knoll
Windolph wasn’t present 
at the Last Stand but he 
witnessed the aftermath 
and saw Custer’s body.
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 “Then something happened that I’ll never forget, if I live to 
be a hundred,” Windolph recalled. “The heavy smoke seemed 
to lift for a few moments, and there in the valley below we 
caught glimpses of thousands of Indians on foot and horseback, 
with their pony herds and travois, dogs and pack animals, and 
all the trappings of a great camp, slowly moving southward. 
It was like some biblical exodus; the Israelites moving into 
Egypt; a mighty tribe on the march.”

The next day great columns of dust, first thought to portend 
more Indians, announced the arrival of a relief column under 
Brig. Gen. Alfred Terry, with mounted infantry and Gatling guns. 
The siege of Reno Hill was over. “Reno ordered Benteen to take 
a few officers and 14 troopers of H and ride to the battlefield,” 
Windolph recalled. “I was one of those troopers.” 

To Windolph’s eye it appeared the companies under Custer’s 
command—C, E, F, I and L—had been detailed to hold their 
ground and simply been overwhelmed. “From the way the 
men lay,” he said, “it was clear that first one troop had been 
ordered to dismount and fight as a skirmish line. Then a second 
troop had been posted a little farther on and to the east. Then 
a third and fourth troop. And finally, there on the knob of the 
hill, lay some 30 bodies in a small circle. We knew instinctively 
that we would find Custer there.”

Context is important. Windolph was fiercely loyal to Benteen. 
His firsthand account tacitly implies Custer threw away one 
company after another to buy time for himself, brothers Tom 
and Boston and nephew Autie Reed.

“Custer was lying a trifle to the southeast of the top of the 
knoll,” Windolph recalled. “I stood 6 feet away, holding Captain 
Benteen’s horse while he identified the general. His body had 
not been touched, save for a single bullet hole in the left temple, 
near the ear, and a hole on his left breast. He looked almost as if 
he had been peacefully sleeping. His brother Tom lay a few feet 
away. He was terribly mutilated.…Slowly we left the knoll and 
started back to the living. I tried to find the body of my German 
friend, Trooper Finkle [sic ], the tallest man in the regiment. But 
I could not identify him.”

Windolph described his friend as German, not Prussian—a 
dirty word among Hanoverians. That he could not find the body 
troubled Windolph the rest of his life. “After the battle daddy says 
he looked everywhere for [Finckle]—as he was like a brother to 
him—but the bodies were so disfigured that he was unable to find 
him,” Windolph’s daughter told Arthur Kannenberg of the Osh-
kosh Public Museum during World War II. “He has never forgot-
ten him and has spoken of him through all these years.…Seeing 
daddy had run away from Germany when he was drafted to the 
army made the bond of friendship more binding between them.” 

In 1878 Windolph was belatedly awarded the Medal of Honor 
for his actions on Reno Hill, and two years later he was promoted 

to first sergeant. In 1882 he married one Mary Jones, but she died 
within a year. Never one to call it quits, in 1884 Windolph mar-
ried Mathilda Lulow, a childhood friend from the Old Country.

“I had served with [Benteen] until 1883—12 years in all—
when my old sweetheart from Germany came to this country 
with my father and mother,” Windolph told the Hunts. “I asked 
her to marry me, and I remember as if it was yesterday how 
she pointed to my first sergeant’s chevrons and said, ‘Charlie, 
you must choose between the Army and me.’ I chose her, and 
I never regretted my choice.” He and Mathilda had a son and 
two daughters.

Windolph tried cattle ranching but lost money at it. He then 
adapted his shoemaker’s skills to the craft of harness making and 
worked the next 49 years for the Homestake Mine in Lead, S.D. 
Mathilda died in 1924. Sometime later Charles went to live with 
daughter Irene and her husband in Lead. He died at their home 
in 1950. His funeral was held at St. Patrick’s Roman Catholic 
Church in Lead, and he was buried with full military honors at 
Black Hills National Cemetery in Sturgis.

“General Custer made his mistakes, but he was a great and 
brave soldier,” Windolph had told the Hunts a few years before 
his death. “There were simply too many Indians for him that 
June afternoon 70 years ago.” 

That was the official version. Reading between the lines, Win-
dolph seemed to believe Custer had formed his enlisted men 
into a cordon to buy time for the officers. Custer’s superior, 
7th Cavalry Colonel Samuel Sturgis—who’d been on detached 
duty at the time of the battle—lost his son 2nd Lt. James Sturgis 
at the Little Bighorn and held a similar opinion. He shared his 
views with reporters in the weeks after the battle:

On the field of slaughter the bodies of 300 or more soldiers [sic ] 
were found piled up in a little ravine [sic ], while behind were found 
those of Custer and his little band of chosen officers. When the offi-
cers of these men fell, who was there to rally them? Why were not 
some of the other officers sent forward with them?…Custer was a 
brave man, but he was also a very selfish man.

While Windolph himself never disparaged Custer, he regarded 
Frederick Benteen as the true hero. “Next to my family,” he told 
the Hunts, “I love my old regiment more than anything else 
in the world. And I shall die believing Colonel Benteen was 
one of the noblest soldiers who ever lived.” 

Wild West special contributor John Koster, a freelance writer 
and former newspaperman from New Jersey, is the author  
of Custer Survivor (2010) and Custer’s Lost Scout (2017).  
For further reading he recommends I Fought With Custer:  
The Story of Sergeant Windolph, Last Survivor of the Battle of 
the Little Bighorn, as Told to Frazier and Robert Hunt (1947).

‘His body had not been touched,’ Windolph  
recalled of custer, whom they found atop a knoll, 

‘save for a single bullet hole in the left temple, 
near the ear, and a hole on his left breasT’
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Private detectives were not uncommon out West, but one quite 
literally stood out above the rest. James William Hawkins 
was a mountain of a man at 6 feet 7 inches and well over 

200 pounds. Augmenting his intimidating physical presence was his cunning 
when dealing with criminals. He used every trick in the book to bring them 
to justice. Although highly effective, his methods were far from conventional, 
and the detective was not averse to breaking the moral codes of the day 
to get the job done. Sex, lies and betrayal were just tools of the trade for 
Hawkins, and one 1895 case in Cripple Creek, Colorado, afforded him 
the opportunity to put all his skills to work.

Born in Hall County, Ga., in 1866, James William was the son of Jeremiah 
and Mary Hawkins. Large in stature and numbers, the family was well 
known in the region, where Mary’s father and uncle had both served as 
Baptist preachers. Well educated and well versed in the ways of the post-
bellum South, Hawkins chose to leave home at 17. He eventually gravi-
tated to the adventurous life of a detective, reportedly first working for the 
Southern Pacific Railroad. After gaining experience, he hired on with other 
railroad companies and detective agencies, including Allan Pinkerton’s 
famed firm. He came to public notice in Colorado after an 1895 train 
robbery near Cripple Creek, a case that brought him face to face with one of 
the worst outlaws to come out of Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma).

A violent miners’ union strike in and around Cripple Creek during 
the first half of 1894 had brought an influx of hard cases and criminals from 
neighboring states and territories, eager to enter the fray. Some mine owners 
wanted to extend the eight-hour working day for the same wages. When 
miners protested, some owners reinstated the eight-hour day, but others 
dug in their heels. A strike ensued, and the area became a hotbed of tension 
and violence. Some gunmen threw in with the miners, while others worked 
as deputy sheriffs, employed by the mine owners and local authorities to 
keep the peace and oppose the striking miners. The mine owners were not 
particular about a man’s history when recruiting deputies and hired several 
toughs from Indian Territory. The opposing factions finally resolved the 
labor dispute on June 10, 1894, but the Cripple Creek District was left with 
a terrible burden—hired gunmen, outlaws and various other ne’er-do-wells 
who wanted to enrich themselves but had no desire to work in the mines.

One such faction was the disbanded group of deputies who had worked 
for the mine owners. In the wake of the strike some formed a gang based 
in a cabin near the town of Victor. Gang leader Robert Ernest Lewis was 
known in Colorado by the alias Robert E. “Bob” Taylor. Convicted of 
robbery at age 16, Missouri-born Lewis had served a year in the Kansas 
State Penitentiary at Lansing and by 1894 was wanted in Indian Territory 
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SEX, LIES 
 AND  

BETRAYAL
Relentless railroad detective J.W. Hawkins 
employed all means, legal and otherwise,  
to catch a gang of Colorado train robbers 

By Peter Brand

Body and Mind
At 6 feet 7 inches 
and topping 200 

pounds James 
William Hawkins 

impressed people, 
including the wife  
of a wanted man.
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for at least one murder and a train robbery at Wharton with the 
Henry Starr gang. After escaping from the Oklahoma City jail in 
June 1893 with accused rapist William Roach and female horse 
thief Flora Quick, aka “Tom King” (see Gunfighters and Law-
men in the April 2017 Wild West ), Lewis fled alone to Colorado, 
leaving behind his part-Chickasaw wife, Nellie, and two children.

Arriving in the lead-up to the Cripple Creek labor dispute, 
Lewis, using his Bob Taylor alias, hired on as a deputy for the 
mine owners. In the weeks following the strike he secured 
appointment as a deputy U.S. marshal in Pueblo. Taylor promptly 
abused his authority, gunning down a bartender during a street 
fight over the latter’s refusal to serve him any more drinks the 
night of July 4, 1894. Charged with murder, he claimed self- 
defense and was acquitted. Meanwhile, back in Indian Territory, 
wife Nellie—no shrinking violet—was under indictment for selling 
liquor to the Indians. Taking a cue from her husband’s example, 
late that year she jumped bail and, with her two children in tow, 
joined Taylor in Colorado.

On March 23, 1895, a visiting group of well-heeled Missouri 
businessmen were enjoying farewell drinks at a Cripple Creek 
saloon. Someone took notice and leaked the details of the men’s 
imminent departure on the Florence & Cripple Creek Railroad 
to Taylor’s gang of erstwhile deputies, holed up at their cabin 
outside neighboring Victor. Taylor and cohorts quickly devised 
a plan to rob the train. Two gang members made their way to 
a sharp bend in the track just over a mile below Victor, and as 
the train slowed to negotiate the curve, they jumped aboard. 
One pulled a pistol on the engineer, forcing him to stop the train, 
while the second entered the sleeper car to wake and rob pas-
sengers. As the train rolled to a stop, Taylor and three others 
boarded. The gang leader and an accomplice went to the ex-
press car to search for bullion, while the two others forced the 
messenger back through the carriages at gunpoint to collect cash, 

watches and jewelry from the remaining passengers. All the 
men carried pistols and wore nondescript miners’ clothes, slouch 
hats and black linen masks. Once finished fleecing the passen-
gers, the five outlaws fled on foot, stashing some of the plunder 
at the nearby Strong Mine before returning to their hideout. 

Within hours of the robbery Sheriff Frank Bowers, his depu-
ties and a throng of locals followed a tireless bloodhound straight 
to the door of the gang’s hideout. The posse took Taylor and 
cabin mate William Gibson into custody. Two days later officials 
served arrest warrants on suspected accomplices Louis Vaneck, 
Sherman Crumley and “Kid” Wallace. Authorities soon released 
Vaneck, Crumley and Wallace for lack of evidence. But in a 
preliminary hearing that April the prosecutor found sufficient 
cause to try Taylor and Gibson with robbery. 

Following the robbery of the Florence & Cripple Creek train, 
the connecting Denver & Rio Grande Railroad posted a $500 
reward for the capture and conviction of the entire gang and hired 
private detective J.W. Hawkins to investigate. Using Cripple Creek 
as his base of operations, he devised a simple undercover plan to 
gather evidence: He had himself placed in the same cell with 
Taylor at the Colorado Springs jail. While a deputy concealed in 
an adjacent cell took notes, Hawkins engaged the suspect in con-
versation. Claiming to be a short-timer, he soon convinced Taylor 
he could help the outlaw from the outside with legal support and 
an alibi. The reassured gang leader dropped his guard and impli-
cated Vaneck, Crumley and Wallace, as well as Ora Wilder, a 
carpenter employed in the mines. Hawkins was also able to draw 
out specifics about the crime. For the time being the detective’s 
superiors decided to closely watch the suspects, in hopes of 
securing further evidence to strengthen the prosecution’s case.

A judge set Taylor’s bail, and he secured a bondsman. He later 
testified that on release he visited the mining town of La Belle, 

Taylor Made
In 1895 Robert Ernest Lewis was 
booked into the Colorado State  
Pen under the alias “Bob Taylor.”
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just south of the border in New Mexico Territory. For the second 
time Taylor had left his wife behind, and Hawkins decided to 
take advantage of the situation. Turning his considerable atten-
tion to Nellie Taylor, the artful detective impressed her with 
not only his fine physique but also his charming manner and 
pleasing Southern drawl. Determined to get at her husband, 
he lured Nellie into an extramarital affair.

While continuing to gather material evidence in Cripple Creek 
and Victor, Hawkins kept up his tryst with the gang leader’s 
wife, writing highly charged love letters avowing his devotion and 
the need to hold her in his arms. Nellie reportedly returned his 
affections and wrote similar torrid replies. Taylor eventually got 
wind of his wife’s dalliances and returned to Colorado Springs 
to reassert his claim on her.

Hawkins’ job, however, was clearly not over. Authorities would 
need corroborating testimony if they were to convict the entire 
gang. The detective and his employer decided to offer a deal 
to suspect Louis Vaneck. Facing charges for another robbery, 
the outlaw was offered immunity for both crimes if he turned 
state’s evidence and betrayed his fellow train robbers. Vaneck’s 
older brother, Frank, had worked as a deputy for celebrated 
Colorado lawman Cyrus “Doc” Shores, and Hawkins enlisted 
Doc’s aid, having him encourage Frank to persuade his brother 
to take the deal. Louis eventually agreed and confirmed the 
names of all who participated in the train robbery. His evidence 
exonerated Gibson, the man arrested with Taylor. Vaneck also 
led lawmen to the stashed loot and buried black linen masks 
used in the robbery.

Thanks to the evidence provided by Louis Vaneck, in 
conjunction with the information Hawkins had gleaned from 
Taylor and his wife, authorities rounded up Crumley, Wilder 
and Wallace, placing them on trial with Taylor in July 1895. 
Because the robbers had tampered with the mail in the express 
car—a federal offense—the trial was held at the U.S. district court 
in Denver. A dapper Taylor entered the courtroom sporting 
a fancy hat and a Prince Albert coat with a white carnation in 
the lapel. Wife Nellie sat behind him during the proceedings. 
The Rocky Mountain News described her as “a young woman of 
prepossessing appearance,” stylishly dressed in the fashion of the 
day. The paper noted she listened intently to the evidence pre-
sented but “manifested no emotion whatsoever,” adding, “Taylor 
and his wife sat as composedly as if they were at afternoon tea.”

The federal charge of tampering with the mail carried a 
heavy mandatory sentence. Some jury members later admitted 
that while they would happily have sent Taylor to prison for life, 
they felt a measure of pity for his fellow gang members. Thus 
the trial ended in a hung jury. After reassessing the case, au-
thorities lessened the charges to grand larceny and scheduled a 
new trial for the accused at the district court in Colorado Springs 
in September 1895.

During both trials defense attorneys painted Hawkins in a 
bad light, specifically citing his affair with Nellie Taylor. The 
latter had kept Hawkins’ love letters and, ironically, offered 
them to her husband’s lawyers in an effort to show the immoral 
depths to which Hawkins sank in his zeal to convict Taylor. 

Hawkins hit back at the second trial, swaying the jury with the 
knowledge that Taylor was using an alias, his real name was 
Robert Ernest Lewis, and he was wanted in Washington state 
for an undisclosed crime and in Indian Territory for train robbery 
and murder. On the witness stand Hawkins denied a defense 
claim he’d pursued Taylor only to “steal” the attentions of fickle 
Nellie. In fact, he callously denied any interest in her, aside from 
gaining evidence for the case.

The jury heard enough to convict Bob Taylor, Ora Wilder 
and Kid Wallace of train robbery, and the judge sentenced 
the trio to long terms (10 years for Taylor, see sidebar, P. 75) 
at the Colorado State Penitentiary in Cañon City. For betray-
ing his fellow former deputies, Lou Vaneck got off scot-free, 
while Sherman Crumley was found not guilty and released. 
Taylor reportedly laughed when the jury delivered the verdict. 
He was somewhat less amused with the deceitful tactics used 
by Hawkins. Although shackled to a deputy sheriff as he was 
led down the courtroom steps, Taylor made a lunge at the 
detective. Failing to grab Hawkins’ revolver, he shouldered 
into the bigger man, who lost his balance and tumbled down 
the stairs, hurting only his pride. Still hurling insults as he was 
dragged away, Taylor swore that if he’d managed to get hold 
of the gun, he would have killed Hawkins and both Vaneck 
brothers on the spot. 

Buoyed by his investigative success, Hawkins set up a perma-
nent office in Cripple Creek. Rich mining towns were magnets for 
criminals, and in 1895 and ’96 he suc-
cessfully resolved two major bullion 
robbery cases for Wells Fargo. In 1897 
Hawkins used undercover opera-
tives to infiltrate local gangs of “high- 
graders”—men who stole valuable ore 
from the mines—his work helping to 
reduce such thefts. He also cultivated a 
network of informants, providing po-
lice with valuable intelligence to assist 
in breaking up local burglary gangs.

Things did not always go smoothly 
for the detective. During the ore theft 
case defense attorneys accused him 
of coercing suspects to commit crimes 
solely in the interest of collecting 
rewards. Hawkins was arrested for 
conspiracy, though authorities later 
dropped the charges. Soon after that 
he was charged with impersonating a 
federal officer and arrested in Cripple 
Creek. The papers hinted he’d com-
mitted similar offenses in the past but 
had never been brought to trial. Au-
thorities also dropped those charges, 
perhaps due to Hawkins’ connections 
to such powerful organizations as 
Wells Fargo and Pinkerton’s National 
Detective Agency.

Taylor’s First Trial
He wore a white carnation 
for the occasion. His wife 
and Hawkins were there.
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Lawton Law, Circa 1902
From left: Heck Thomas,Leka 

Hammon, Harry Foster, Bill 
Bruce and J.W. Hawkins. 

Dandy Detective
Hawkins looks plenty 
dapper posing for this 
1890s photograph.
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Hawkins continued to work cases in Colo-
rado until October 1900, when he vacated his 
Cripple Creek office and returned to Georgia 
for a family reunion. The Denver Post reported 
that after visiting Georgia, Hawkins headed 
to Oklahoma Territory (formerly Indian Terri-
tory) in time for the founding of the city of Law-
ton on newly opened government land. He was 
keen to assist settlers and buyers in the new 
section and saw a business opportunity in the 
real estate market. The actual settlement of Law-
ton began on Aug. 6, 1901, with an auction of 
town lots. In the first city elections that October 
voters elected renowned lawman Heck Thomas 
chief of police, with Hawkins as his assistant. 
Together, they presented a formidable force 
against crime.

Hawkins made many friends in Lawton, but 
he also had an archenemy—editor Lucius T. Rus-
sell, founder of the Lawton Daily Democrat. In 
1902 Russell launched an editorial war against 
vice, targeting Lawton’s many saloons and gam-
bling halls. The editor claimed Hawkins was a 
supporter and frequenter of such vice-ridden 
dens, and he went so far as to back a mayoral 
candidate who pledged, if elected, not to re-
appoint Hawkins to the police force. Russell’s 
candidate did win election, and he did replace 
Hawkins as assistant chief. On reputation alone 

the big man promptly landed a position as ser-
geant at arms for the Oklahoma House of Rep-
resentatives. But bad blood festered between 
Hawkins and Russell.

Their mutual animosity reached the boiling 
point on April 4, 1904. In a confrontation during 
a crowded political rally on the streets of Law-
ton, Hawkins reportedly struck Russell, and 
the editor responded by pulling a revolver and 
shooting his adversary in the right thigh, left knee 
and abdomen. The seriously wounded Hawkins 
jerked his own gun, shot in the air to scatter the 
crowd, then held his fire for fear of hitting a by-
stander. Authorities immediately arrested Russell, 
while friends helped Hawkins to Heck Thomas’ 
home for medical treatment. He remained there, 
his condition deteriorating, until succumbing 
to his abdominal wound on April 12, 1904. 
Hawkins was just 37.

The Lawton News-Republican published a front-
page article commending the late Hawkins on 
his bravery and the consideration he showed 
fellow citizens even after being mortally wounded. 
Hundreds of Lawton residents attended his fu-
neral on April 13. On the way to the cemetery 
J.W.’s brother Frederick arrived to claim the 
body and arrange its transfer for interment in 
the family plot at Timber Ridge Cemetery in 
Hall County, Ga. He presented his brother’s 
Colt .45 revolver to Heck Thomas for the care 
and attention the lawman provided J.W. after 
the shooting.

After lengthy legal maneuverings a jury in 
Anadarko, Okla., found editor Russell guilty of 
second-degree manslaughter, the judge sentenc-
ing him to three years hard labor in the state 
penitentiary. He immediately lodged an appeal 
and had the indictment annulled on a techni-
cality concerning jury selection. Authorities 
never retried the case. 

In 2014 Sergeant Jeremy Coe of the Lawton 
Police Department undertook a mission to mark 
the graves of historic fallen Lawton officers, in-
cluding James William Hawkins, the first of its 
lawmen killed in the line of duty. Coe’s efforts led 
to the installation of a commemorative granite 
marker at Hawkins’ Georgia gravesite, a tribute 
to a giant of his time. 

Researcher and writer Peter Brand [tombstone 
vendetta.com] is based in Sydney, Australia. 
See his upcoming biography, J.W. Hawkins: 
Private Detective, due out in May 2017.  
For more on the Hawkins shooting see Facts 
as I Remember Them: The Autobiography of 
Rufe LeFors (1986).

Alias Bob 
Taylor
Bob Taylor served little 
more than six years of 
his 10-year sentence  
for the 1895 Florence  
& Cripple Creek train 
robbery. While he was  
in prison, his wife 
hooked up with at least 
two other men. On his 
release on Dec. 11, 1901, 
he left Nellie behind and 
returned to Oklahoma 
Territory. Reverting to 
his real name, Ernest 
Lewis, he married Julia 
Johnson, a local woman 
with ties to the defunct 
Dalton Gang, and set
up a Bartlesville saloon 
that sold a prohibited 
alcoholic beverage 
known as uno beer. 
He also started a sa- 
loon and casino on a 
disputed strip of land 
near the Oklahoma-
Kansas border. Lewis 
argued that as the land 
fell under no particular 
jurisdiction, he was 
free to operate the 
establishment how- 
ever he liked without 
fear of arrest. The law 
disagreed with him, 
and deputy U.S. mar-
shals soon shut it down. 
Lewis continued to push 
his luck till the odds 
caught up with him on 
the evening of Nov. 16, 
1907, at his Bartlesville 
uno joint. As his patrons 
celebrated Oklahoma’s 
newly declared state-
hood, he opened fire  
on a pair of deputy 
U.S. marshals, one of 
whom he killed before 
being mortally wounded 
and dying on the floor  
of his own saloon. Lewis’ 
widow, Julia, grieved 
ever so briefly before 
marrying her childhood 
sweetheart, former bank 
robber and ex-convict 
Emmett Dalton. —P.B.

Trotting Tall
Hawkins, left, and  
an unidentified man 
pause to pose in their 
carriage, circa 1898.
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Denver, Leadville & 
Gunnison No. 191  
worked up a full head  
of steam in the 1890s.

WHISTLES STILL BLOW AT THE
COLORADO RAILROAD MUSEUM

HISTORIC LOCOMOTIVES AND CARS ALL RUN ON TIME  
AT THE 15-ACRE RAIL YARD IN GOLDEN  BY LINDA WOMMACK

Trains convey a nostalgic charm, from the hiss of 
a steam engine to the proverbial whistle and gentle 
rocking of the rail cars. The Colorado Railroad 
Museum [ColoradoRailroadMuseum.org], at the 

foot of North Table Mountain in Golden, Colorado, offers visi-
tors a 15-acre yard full of trains, with more than 100 narrow- and 
standard-gauge steam and diesel locomotives, cars and cabooses.

The history of Colorado’s railways is as colorful as the state 
itself. In the mid- to late 19th century, on discovery of rich veins 

of silver and gold in the Rocky Mountains, mine owners had 
crews lay tracks up through the tortuous gorges to the mining 
camps. Vertigo-inducing highways now follow these historic 
railroad lines.

In the late 1940s, as Colorado’s increasingly unprofitable 
narrow-gauge railroads went out of business, U.S. Army veteran 
and train buff Robert W. Richardson began advocating for their 
preservation and acquiring castoff engines, cars and equipment. 
In 1958 he and fellow train buff Cornelius W. Hauck acquired a 
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Top: Who doesn’t love a 
red caboose? This one is 
Denver & Rio Grande’s 
caboose No. 49. Above: 
Visitors enter the yard via 
a replica 1880s depot.

onetime farm in Golden, built a replica 1880s depot 
and a loop of narrow-gauge track, then moved the 
rolling stock to the site. They opened the Colorado 
Railroad Museum in July 1959.

Today the depot building houses rotating ex-
hibits, railroad artifacts and photographs, as well 
as what is likely the state’s largest model railroad. 
Built in HO scale—roughly 1/87th the size of actual 
trains and track—the 20-by-45-foot layout depicts a 
Rocky Mountain mining rail network in miniature.

Outdoor displays center on full-scale historic loco-
motives, passenger cars, freight cars, cabooses and 
snowplows. The impressive collection features an 
1872 Denver & Rio Grande business car (No. B-8), 
thought to be the nation’s oldest extant narrow- 
gauge passenger car. Other D & RG standouts 
include an 1881 caboose and three emerald-green 
44-passenger coaches also dating from the 1880s. 
Lucky visitors can still ride the cars on occasion.

Think recycling is a new concept? Think again. 
Denver & Salt Lake Railway caboose No. 10060, 
built in Denver in 1936, was manufactured entirely 
with recycled materials. The coal-black caboose 
illustrates the cost-saving measures employed by 
railroads during the Great Depression. It ran the 
rails through the early 1980s.

Among the museum’s powerhouses are several 
notable Denver & Rio Grande Western Railroad 
locomotives. Built in 1881, D & RGW No. 346 
(named Cumbres, Spanish for “Summits”) is Colo-
rado’s oldest operating steam locomotive and the 
first engine acquired by museum founder Richard-
son. Its 1890 cousin, No. 683, is the oldest sur-
viving standard-gauge steam locomotive from the 
D & RGW. In 1947 three Colorado companies 
reverse-engineered D & RGW No. 491, repurposing 
its 1928 steam boiler by adding thermic siphons 
and expanding its firebox to improve efficiency—
the first such experiment with narrow-gauge loco-
motives. A relative latecomer, built in 1937, No. 50 
is the only narrow-gauge diesel locomotive ever 
owned by the D & RGW.

Railborne snowplows were essential equipment 
in the Rocky Mountain region, and the museum 
boasts three such historic plows. Attached to the 
end of a flat car weighted down with rock and steel, 
Chicago, Burlington & Quincy wedge snowplow 
No. 205065 was then coupled to the front of a loco-
motive, which bulled it forward into snowdrifts 
before backing out for another try. Derailments 
were not uncommon. Also coupled to the front of a 
locomotive, the steam-powered Colorado & South-
ern rotary snowplow features a fanlike array of 
blades capable of throwing snow to either side of a 
track. Its long service stretched from 1899 to 1965. 
Cobbled together in 1931 as another Depression- 

era cost-saving measure, the gas-powered Gallop-
ing Goose No. 7 snowplow is based on a military- 
surplus bus frame. Saturday rides on the Goose are 
a perennial favorite at the museum.

Completed in 2000, the Cornelius W. Hauck 
Roundhouse is not only a popular attraction but 
also a working five-stall garage for the museum’s 
engines and cars, including inspection pits, a ma-
chine shop and all the necessary equipment for re-
pairs. Volunteer machinists, pipe fitters, electricians, 
carpenters, painters and upholsters all contribute 
to the maintenance and restoration of the rolling 
stock. Radial tracks lead from each bay to a 74-foot-
long Armstrong turntable fitted with narrow- and 
standard-gauge rails. True train aficionados might 
enjoy a stop at the on-site Robert W. Richardson 
Railroad Library, among the most comprehensive 
in the United States. Those with children visiting 
in late June or early July should plan a ride on 
Thomas the Tank Engine, a replica locomotive 
based on The Railway Series of books and spin-off 
TV series Thomas & Friends. Thomas himself speaks 
to the kids at departure and on return to the depot.

The Colorado Railroad Museum is stationed at 
17155 W. 44th Ave. in Golden. For further infor-
mation call 800-365-6263.  
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Eleven years later Colt 
introduced a scaled-
down version known  
as the Pocket Navy.

The .36-caliber Navy 
Colt revolver was a hit 
with soldiers, lawmen 
and civilians alike.

LEAVE THE  
HOLSTER AT HOME

COLT’S SMALL-FRAME POCKET REVOLVERS  
APPEALED TO A RANGE OF CUSTOMERS  BY GEORGE LAYMAN

In 1835 Sam Colt began producing high-quality single- 
action cap-and-ball five- and six-shooters. The .36-caliber 
Paterson pioneered the line, followed by the Colt Walker 
and Dragoon series. All these early models were large-

frame, large-caliber sidearms. Despite slow reload times, they 
proved popular, particularly for their interchangeable parts 
and firepower. By 1848, however, Colt decided a .31-caliber 
pocket-sized revolver would be well suited to civilians requir-

ing a concealable but reliable revolver. His first such gun was 
the Model 1848 Baby Dragoon. Though Colt produced some 
15,000 Model 1848s, surviving examples are rare. He followed 
up with a Model 1849 that proved far more popular. For one 
thing, unlike its predecessor it had a loading lever, which sped 
up reloading. Manufacturing began in time for the California 
Gold Rush, and use of the Model 1849 carried over into the 
Civil War. Colt produced some 340,000 of the gun through 

1851

1862
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1873. The Baby Dragoon was especially popular 
with prospectors seeking to defend their claims 
and later with hard-riding Pony Express riders, 
as it fit nicely in a dispatch or saddlebag and weighed 
less than most other revolvers.

Sam Colt, of course, continued to manufacture 
his popular big six-shooters. He hit the jackpot 
with the .36-caliber Model 1851 Navy revolver— 
so revered among soldiers, lawmen and civilians 
alike that it remained in production nearly 23 
years. Even after rollout of the iconic metallic 
cartridge Model 1873 Single Action Army, or 
Peacemaker, many men out West, including famed 
gunfighter Wild Bill Hickok, continued to put 
their trust in the Navy Colt.

As the Civil War broke out, many Union soldiers 
privately purchased Model 1849 Baby Dragoons, 
while Confederate soldiers who didn’t already own 
one could only get them from dead or captured 
Yankees. As a meager nine or 10 grains of black 
powder propelled its projectiles, however, it had 
limited value as a combat weapon. 

By 1862 Colt had introduced two variations of 
a .36-caliber pocket revolver.

The first type, with a squared octagonal barrel, 
resembled a scaled-down Navy Colt and was known 
as the Pocket Navy. (When access to Colt records 
was lacking, firearms historians mistakenly called it 
the Colt Pocket 1853, but it was in fact introduced 
nine years after that.) Its smooth, rebated cylinder 
is engraved with a roll-stamped stagecoach holdup 
scene and the serial number. The second version, 
listed as the Colt Model 1862 Police, followed the 
streamlined design of the more contemporary 
Model 1860 Army, with its fluted cylinder and 
“creeping” loading lever. According to modern 
collectors the Pocket Navy is more scarce.

Confederate officers are known to have pur-
chased these small Colts through the black market 
for personal use. Another customer was infamous 
Missouri guerrilla leader Bloody Bill Anderson, 
who with William Quantrill led raids into Kansas. 
Anderson is known to have obtained a number of 
both the Pocket Navy and 1862 Police models, with 
which to strike fear in the hearts of Northern sym-
pathizers. Wartime Pinkerton agents assigned to 
protect President Abraham Lincoln also toted both 
variations. Rumor has it New York City cops toted 
the Model 1862 Police, but little information has 
surfaced to support the claim.

After the war such noted Western gun dealers 
as Carlos Gove in Denver heavily advertised the 
Pocket Navy revolvers, asserting that their .36- 
caliber firepower and light weight made them 
ideal for cowhands to carry on their home ranges 
and during cattle drives. When prospector Richard 

Hughes left for the Black Hills in 1876, he carried 
a “contributed” Pocket Navy given him by a friend, 
though he soon retired it for its “tendency to fire 
the entire battery of six shots at once.”

By the late 1860s Colt had begun to convert 
its percussion revolvers to the Thuer system, modi-
fying the cylinders to accommodate metallic car-
tridges. As a result, most of the extant Colt Pocket 
models are ones that were returned to the factory 
and converted to use the .38 rimfire cartridge— 
a big improvement over the slow and clumsy cap-
and-ball ignition system. Production of Pocket 
Navy and Police revolvers continued up to 1873, 
and thousands remained in regular use well past 
that time.

Today it would take a pocketful of miracles for a 
collector to find an original Colt Pocket percussion 
revolver. In 1977 Colt reissued a limited produc-
tion edition of both the Pocket Navy and Police, 
and these second-generation models have become 
collectible in their own way. Like their forebears 
they bear the original Colt markings, but in their 
own range of special serial numbers to identify 
them as copies. Back in the 19th century Colt’s large- 
caliber guns were the preferred choice among most 
Westerners. But others appreciated their smaller- 
caliber cousins, which they could pocket in confi-
dence without the need of a holster.  

1862

The Colt Police followed  
the streamline design of the 
larger Model 1860 Army. 

The Baby Dragoon debuted 
in time for the California 
Gold Rush, its use carrying  
over into the Civil War. 

1849
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The stone remains of the 
Rockland Hotel mark the 
Smelter Addition of Sasco’s 
residential neighborhoods.
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SASCO, ARIZONA
COPPER WAS KING, A TOWERING SMOKESTACK ITS SCEPTER

 IN THIS COMPANY TOWN  BY JIM PETTENGILL

Arizonans prospected the Silver Bell Mountains 
northwest of Tucson as early as the 1860s. They 
found abundant copper, but transportation proved 
challenging until the Southern Pacific Railroad 

passed 15 miles to the northeast in 1881. A drop in the price of 
copper further postponed any significant development.

Enter Frank Morrill Murphy, brother of territorial governor 
Oakes Murphy. By the turn of the century Frank had forged 
his own reputation promoting, managing and later owning the 
Congress Mine and building several railroads. Murphy foresaw a 
mining industry dominated by conglomerates that encompassed 
all aspects of the business, from ore extraction to processing and 
transportation. Toward that end in 1901 he joined with Henry 
M. Robinson, Eliphalet B. Gage and William F. Staunton to 

form the Development Company of America (DCA). DCA’s 
first move was to consolidate Tombstone’s dormant silver mines, 
which had flooded years before, and return them to production 
by installing powerful modern pumps.

DCA then bought up the existing mines at Silverbell, north 
of Tucson, and formed a subsidiary, the Imperial Copper Co. 
By 1904 Imperial owned 61 claims, and DCA laid down the 
Arizona Southern Railroad to carry its ore farther north to the 
Southern Pacific at Red Rock.

The next step was to build a smelter and establish a company 
town along the railroad. In 1906 DCA formed the Southern Ari-
zona Smelting Co. (SASCO) to spearhead the ambitious project, 
and construction on the smelter finally wrapped up in Febru-
ary 1908. Dominated by its 175-foot smokestack and twin blast 
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Top: An aerial view of 
concrete foundations. 
Above: These footings 
supported the elevated 
ore-unloading spur of  
the Arizona Southern 
Railroad at the smelter. 
Bottom: A period photo 
of SASCO’s massive 
electrical powerhouse.

arizona

sasco

mexico

utah

furnaces, the complex included railroad facilities, 
an electrical powerhouse and warehouses.

The namesake town of Sasco opened its post 
office southwest of the complex in July 1908, and 
continued growth soon spawned a second residen-
tial area to the northeast. The original town center 
included a boardinghouse, residences with small 
gardens and a plaza with a rock fountain built by 
superintendent Mead Goodloe, who occupied “the 
big house.” Known as the Barrio Americano, it was 
home to management types and engineers, while 
general laborers lived in the newer section, which 
adopted the bland moniker the Smelter Addition.

Sasco thrived. By 1910 the smelter had processed 
245,540 tons of ore, and town boasted a hotel, res- 
taurants, saloons, stores and a realty office. Its popu-
lation peaked at 600. While Sasco did not have 
a wild reputation, violence occasionally shattered 
the relative domestic tranquility. In February 1908 
troublemaker Frank Hill brandished a gun about 
town, then shot and wounded Pinal County Depu-
ty Sheriff Sam Thompson in the hand when the 
latter sought to disarm him. In April 1919 a Bis-
bee resident named Charley Coleman slipped into 
town to lay a trap for two men he thought were 
romancing his wife, who rented a room in a local 
saloon. When Charley and his wife launched into 
a screaming match, the saloon manager ordered 
Charley to leave. He refused, so the no-nonsense 
manager retrieved his rifle and killed Charley.

Despite a promising start, Sasco also faced un-
foreseen threats. On June 1, 1909, a principal pump-
ing station at DCA’s Tombstone mines failed, caus-
ing catastrophic flooding. Murphy was determined 
to purchase new equipment and pump them out 
again, while Staunton felt the cost was too great. 
Staunton was right, resigned and moved to Phoe-
nix to raise ostriches. The financial strain of try-
ing to restart Tombstone production, combined 
with a shaft fire in the Silverbell mines, bank-
rupted DCA. The Sasco smelter closed in 1911, 

and the town began to die. Murphy himself died 
on June 23, 1917.

Meanwhile, the increased demand for copper 
in World War I had prompted American Smelting 
and Refining Co. (ASARCO) to buy the Silverbell 
properties and reopen the Sasco smelter. But mis-
fortune struck again, as a 1918 outbreak of Spanish 
influenza claimed dozens of residents, and a post-
war drop in the price of copper closed the smelter 
for good in 1919. By the nadir of the Great Depres-
sion the town was deserted, and salvage crews de-
scended in 1933 to scavenge the steel buildings, 
mining equipment, even the railroad tracks.

Today the massive base of SASCO’s smokestack 
looms over the crumbling foundations of the smelter 
and half-buried basements that call to mind cata-
combs. The railroad’s ore unloading spur remains 
faintly visible. Goodloe’s fountain still stands in the 
Barrio Americano, while the ruins of the Rockland 
Hotel and two-room jail mark the Smelter Addi-
tion. A side trip up La Osa Ranch Road leads to 
the cemetery, where more than 50 white concrete 
crosses memorialize the flu victims. To reach Sasco 
from Tucson, take I-10 north to Red Rock (Exit 226), 
then drive 7 miles southwest on East Sasco Road. 
The ruins lie north of the road.  
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(2010, by John Boessenecker): In the  
interest of disclosure, I wrote this award-
winning book, a companion piece to my 
book Lawman: The Life and Times of Harry 
Morse (1998). Sheriff Morse was Vásquez’s 
nemesis. Bandido is the first full-length 
biography of the outlaw and the first  
accurate narrative of his criminal gang.

Bandido: The 
Life And Times 
Of Tiburcio  
vasquez

 MUST SEE, MUST READ
JOHN BOESSENECKER SUGGESTS BOOKS/FILMS ABOUT CALIFORNIA OUTLAWS

BOOKS
The Legend of  
Joaquín Murrieta, 
California’s Gold  
Rush Bandit (1995,  
by James F. Varley): 
This groundbreaking 
work provides one  
of the first factual  
accounts of Joaquín 
and his gang, demon-
strating, contrary to 
myth, he was a real 
person. The author 
unearthed the lost 
confession of a Murri- 
eta associate, given 
before the man’s 1852 
hanging, and from  
that he tracked many 
of the band’s crimes.

Train Robber’s 
Daughter: The  
Melodramatic  
Life of Eva Evans, 
1876–1970 (2008,  
by Jay O’Connell): 
O’Connell presents 
the inside story of  
the famous outlaw  
duo Chris Evans and 
John Sontag, drawn 
from Eva Evans’ 
firsthand accounts  
of the manhunt for  
her father, her ro- 
mance with Sontag 
and her later career  
as an actress. Among 
other revelations, Eva 
admitted her father 
supported the family 

with loot from his  
train robberies.

Black Bart: The True 
Story of the West’s 
Most Famous Stage-
coach Robber (1992,  
by William Collins  
and Bruce Levene):  
In the most compre-
hensive book yet 
written on notorious 
highwayman Charles 
“Black Bart” Boles,  
the authors relate all  
of the so-called gen- 
tleman bandit’s stage 
holdups. Period photo- 
graphs and graphics 
illustrate the account.

Perilous Trails, 
Dangerous Men:  
Early California  
Stagecoach Robbers 
and Their Desperate 
Careers, 1856–1900 
(2001, William B. 
Secrest): Secrest 
presents exhaustively 
researched accounts  
of 28 of the state’s 
most notorious ban- 
dits. As in the prolific 
California author’s  
other books, many  
of the narratives had 
never been published.

VIDEOS
San Francisco (1936): 
This musical drama 
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(1961): While most Westerns have  
been filmed in California, few feature 
plots set in the “Golden State.” This  
is one of the best, featuring Marlon 
Brando as a bandit on the run. One- 
Eyed Jacks was also shot on the Pacific 
Coast, in and around Monterey. Every- 
thing about the film is first-rate, yet 
oddly it remains perhaps Brando’s  
least well-known performance.

ONE-EYED 
JACKS 

stars Clark Gable  
and Spencer Tracy as 
gamblers on the city’s 
notorious Barbary 
Coast. It climaxes with 
the 1906 earthquake 
and fire and features 
the hit song “San 
Francisco.” Although 
not a Western in the 
traditional horse-opera 
style, it provides an 
accurate depiction of 
urban life in that era.

High Plains Drifter 
(1973): Clint East-
wood’s breakaway 
Western about a 
mysterious gunfighter 
meting out justice  
was a huge improve-
ment over the many 
preposterous spa- 
ghetti Westerns that 
preceded it. He set  
and filmed it on the 
shores of Mono Lake 
in California’s eastern 
Sierra Nevada.

Tell Them Willie Boy  
Is Here (1969): Robert 
Redford stars in this 
depiction of the real- 
life 1909 horseback 
manhunt for Paiute 
Indian outlaw Willie 
Boy in the Mojave 
Desert. It is based  
on Harry Lawton’s 
1960 book Willie Boy, 

which, while dili- 
gently researched, un- 
fortunately contains 
fictional elements.  
The film is well done, 
though viewers will 
need to overlook 
Robert Blake and 
Katharine Ross as the 
runaway Paiute lovers.

The Mark of Zorro 
(1940): Tyrone Power 
plays the title role  
in this classic swash-
buckler set in Mexican 

California prior to  
the 1847 American 
conquest. A remake  
of the eponymous 
1920 silent film, it  
was an enormous 
success and spawned  
a 1957 television 
series, a 1998 re- 
make and a 2005 
sequel. The claim 
Zorro was based  
on real outlaw Joa- 
quín Murrieta—as 
suggested in the 1998 
film—is a fantasy.

BOOK 
REVIEWS
Dodge City:  
Wyatt Earp, Bat 
Masterson and the 
Wickedest Town  
in the American 
West, by Tom Clavin, 
St. Martin’s Press, New 
York, 2017, $29.99
In its Wild West 
heyday Dodge City, 
Kansas, was a rollick-
ing place that drew  
a host of historical 
figures, notably Wyatt 
Earp, Bat Masterson, 
Luke Short and Bill 
Tilghman. That Wild 
West hot spot is the 
focus of this latest 
history from Tom 
Clavin, whose book 
The Heart of Everything 
That Is: The Untold 
Story of Red Cloud,  
an American Legend 
(which he co-wrote 
with Bob Drury) was  
a New York Times best- 
seller. Clavin goes solo 
this time, bringing a 
great deal of humor to 
his storytelling, includ- 
ing the following gems:

That 15 men would be 
gunned down there in  
a year beginning in the 
summer of 1872 surely 
did not indicate that  
a golden decade had 
begun, unless it was  
for the undertaker.

A cowed court ruled  
on November 10 that  
the death was justifiable 

homicide—the justifiable 
part being if [Francisco] 
Griego was stupid enough 
to think [Clay] Allison 
would make peace with  
a handshake, he deserved 
to die.

Given that he was  
known along Front  
Street as Cockeyed Frank 
Loving, because his eyes 
were somewhat askew,  
it made sense that he  
was not a very good shot.

Clavin provides no 
new scholarship and 
cites a few incidents 
other historians have 
questioned if not com- 
pletely debunked. He 
is unlikely to convince 
anyone, for example, 
that outlaw brothers 
Frank and Jesse James 
actually herded cattle 
to Dodge City in 1879. 
But he does bring the 
cow town to vivid life, 
and despite his lapses, 
Clavin certainly knows 
how to spin a whale  
of a tale.

—Johnny D. Boggs
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Isaac I. Stevens: 
Young Man in a 
Hurry, by Kent D. 
Richards, Washington 
State University Press, 
Pullman, 2016, $29.95
This re-release of Isaac 
I. Stevens (originally 
published in 1979  
and reprinted in 1993) 
includes corrections 
and revisions, as well 
as an explanation by 
author Kent Richards 
of why he never liked 
the subtitle—though the 
publisher insisted the 
author’s own choice,  
A Regular Go-Ahead 
Man, was too arcane. 
The term, Richards 
counters, was common 
in 19th-century Ameri- 
ca, and Stevens was  
its very embodiment. 
Born in Massachu- 
setts of Puritan stock, 
he seemed imbued 
with their traits, as  
one 17th-century En- 
glishmen expressed  
it, of being “gener- 
ally aggressive and 
self-reliant, somewhat 
intolerant of human 
weaknesses, hostile  
to compromise, in- 
clined to impose their 
views on others and 
actuated by a craving 
for self-expression.”

Born in 1818 and 
rising to graduate at 
the head of his class  

at the U.S. Military 
Academy at West 
Point, Isaac Ingalls 
Stevens went on to  
a short but distin-
guished life as an 
Army officer, states-
man, diplomat, engi- 
neer, explorer, scientif-
ic administrator and 
writer. He was the first 
governor of Washington 
Territory (which was 
formed on March 2, 
1853) and as such 
remains controver- 
sial for the war and 
suffering visited on  
its Indian population 
in the push toward 
eventual statehood 
(which happened  
on Nov. 11, 1889). 
Here the author, in  
the spirit of his pre- 
ferred subtitle, re- 
minds readers prone 
to judge Stevens by a 
retrospective yardstick 
that neither he nor his 
contemporaries would 
have felt a shred of 
guilt over such actions.

Though a Demo- 
crat in the era of 
slavery, Stevens be- 
lieved in human 
equality and returned 
to Union Army ser- 
vice in the Civil War 
with characteristic  
zeal and daring. That 
would finally be the 
brigadier general’s 
undoing at the Bat- 
tle of Chantilly on 
Sept. 1, 1862. Ste- 
vens’ principal legacy, 
however, remains  
in the relatively ne- 
glected pioneer zone 
of the Pacific North-
west, whose history  
the author deftly 
encompasses.

—Jon Guttman

Death at the Little 
Bighorn: A New 
Look at Custer— 
His Tactics and the 
Tragic Decisions 
Made at the Last 
Stand, by Phillip 
Thomas Tucker, Skyhorse 
Publishing, New York, 
2017, $27.99
Phillip Thomas  
Tucker is certain to  
get Custerphiles in 
another uproar with 
his latest book. A 
civilian historian with 
the Department of 
Defense, Tucker is  

no stranger to con- 
troversy. His book 
Pickett’s Charge: A New 
Look at Gettysburg’s 
Final Attack reconsid-
ered the iconic turning 
point of the Civil War.

This time Tucker 
tackles Custer’s Last 
Stand, arguing that  
the true turning point 
at the Little Bighorn 
came with the earlier 
charge at Medicine 
Tail Coulee Ford. 
Many historians  
have called that  
move “a weak feint”  
to help Major Marcus 
Reno’s failed initial 
charge, but Tucker 
suggests Custer envi- 
sioned a potential 
“overpowering blow.” 
It didn’t work, and 
when Custer was 

wounded leading the 
charge, his command 
fell into disarray.

Tucker relies heavily 
on accounts usually 
dismissed and/or dis- 
credited by most his- 
torians—e.g., those 
from civilian John  
C. Lockwood and al- 
leged “lone survivor” 
Sergeant Frank Finkel 
(aka George August 
Finckle)—as well as 
overlooked or ignored 
versions from Lako- 
tas and Cheyennes, 
including White Cow 
Bull. That said, the 
author is perhaps a  
bit sure of himself, 
peppering his narra- 
tive with phrases  
such as “for the first 
time,” “new and close 
look,” “unlike previous 
works” (often singling 
out James Donovan’s 
well-received A Terri- 
ble Glory), “revealing 
the true story” and  
“we now know.”

The truth, of course, 
is we’ll never know 
what exactly hap- 
pened along Mon- 
tana’s Greasy Grass 
River on June 25, 1876. 
That’s why publish- 
ers keep bringing out 
books about Custer 
and the Last Stand. 
Once again Custer 
defenders, detractors 
and conspiracy theo- 
rists will find much  
to argue about. Don’t 
they always?

—Johnny D. Boggs

Artifacts of the  
Battle of Little Big 
Horn: Custer, the 
7th Cavalry & the 
Lakota and Chey-
enne Warriors,  

by Will Hutchison, 
Schiffer Publishing,  
Pa., 2016, $49.99
The June 25–26,  
1876, Battle of the 
Little Bighorn marked 
the end of George 
Armstrong Custer’s 
illustrious military 
career, which hit a 
high note during the 
Civil War and played 
out on the Western 
frontier. His Last  
Stand in Montana 
Territory brought 
controversy and took 
some of the luster off 
his reputation. But 
interest in his final  
act remains strong,  
of course, extending 
beyond what hap-
pened and who is to 
blame to the artifacts 
associated with the 
most famous fight  
of the Indian wars.

Author/photogra-
pher Will Hutchison 

spent considerable 
time and legwork 
chasing down the  
355 Little Bighorn 
artifacts pictured in 
this 206-page book.  
He took some of the 
photos himself, ac- 
quiring others from 
various collections. 
Few artifacts survive 
from either Custer’s 
decimated immediate 
command or the men 
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see and conversations are clear. 
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simple. We’ll even program it with your 
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you call.
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on Reno Hill. “I could 
not have told the story 
properly,” Hutchison 
explains in the pref- 
ace, “using solely those 
artifacts I found which 
were actually at the 
Little Big Horn battle.” 
Thus he expanded  
his scope to include 
artifacts from the era  
if not the battle itself, 
including personal 
belongings of Custer 
and the Plains Indians 
who fought his 7th 
U.S. Cavalry. Text is 
limited to detailed 
captions and three 
short essays—the first 
an overview of the 
overall campaign  
and the battle itself, 
the other two in turn 
introducing the ar- 
tifacts of the U.S. 
soldiers and their 
Cheyenne/Lakota 
opponents. Hutchison, 
who boasts a military 
and law enforcement 
background, includes 
eyewitness accounts 
from both sides of the 
clash and touches on 
archaeology, anthro-
pology and forensic 
science in his narra-
tive. Historic photos 
and maps round out 
the book.

“The opportunity  
to photograph the 
entire on-site collec-
tion of artifacts at the 
Little Bighorn National 
Battlefield Monument 
with the National Park 
Service staff was with- 
out question one of  
the most rewarding 
aspects of the project,” 
Hutchison says. He 
also acknowledges  
the generous help  
of sculptor and Little 

Bighorn collector 
Glenwood J. Swan- 
son, who published 
images of artifacts in 
his illuminating 2004 
book G.A. Custer:  
His Life & Times and 
provided many of the 
photos for this book.

—Claire Barrett

Murder in the  
Mile High City: 
The First 100 Years, 
by Linda Wommack, 
Caxton Press, Caldwell, 
Idaho, 2016, $17
Murder isn’t always  
a mystery, but the 
author, with the help 
of colleague Linda 
Jones, has pored over 
Denver’s first century 
and chosen more than 
40 murders that all 
have at least a touch of 

mystery to them. Some 
of the cases are who- 
dunits, but more often 
the mystery is in what 
motivated the killers.

Coloradan Linda 
Wommack, a regular 
contributor to Wild 
West, kicks things off 
with an 1858 murder 
rife with gold, greed 
and revenge if not 
much mystery (the 
accused confessed in 
court and admitted 
he’d killed to obtain 
the victim’s gold dust). 

“From the time of  
the murder to the  
trial by the People’s 
Court to the hanging, 
all events occurred in 
just 48 hours,” Wom- 
mack writes. “It was 
the hope and inten- 
tion of the city offi- 
cials that this would 
curb crime in Denver. 
They couldn’t have 
been more wrong.”

True. Thus Wom-
mack had countless 
murders to consider 
for her “murder she 
wrote,” which she 
divides chronologi- 
cally. The first two 
parts deal with pre- 
1900 murders of the 
Wild West era, though 
there apparently was 
no slacking off in the 
20th century. The 
crimes range from an 
1865 street shooting  
of Captain Silas Soule, 
who had refused to fire 
on the Cheyenne Indi- 
an camp at Sand Creek 
the previous year, to  
a wicked stepmother’s 
1930 murder of a 10- 
year-old girl by feed- 
ing her rice laced with 
crushed glass. Yes, it  
is all grisly business, 
but enough mystery is 
involved here to make 
things interesting.

—Editor 

Nicodemus: Post- 
Reconstruction 
Politics and Racial 
Justice in Western 
Kansas, by Charlotte 
Hinger, University  
of Oklahoma Press, 
Norman, 2016, $29.95
The 1877 end of Re- 
construction was a 
severe blow to black 
American prospects  

of achieving the 
political and social 
equality that had 
seemed so tantali- 
zingly within reach in 
1865. White Demo-
cratic backlash in the 
South returned great 
numbers of them to  
a state of near slavery 
in all but name. Like  
a good many other 
Americans seeking  
a way out of the hope- 
less position in which 
they stood, thousands 
of blacks headed west, 
where land, opportu- 
nity and a chance to 
change their fortunes 
beckoned. Particularly 
attractive to them in 
1878 was Kansas, for- 
ever associated with 
the name of John 
Brown and offering  
the prospect of free 
land to those willing  
to till it. Amid the 
exodus the town of 
Nicodemus stood out 
for its all-black popu- 
lation and for the 
general zeal with 
which its populace 
pursued farming, 
business, education, 
journalism, politics 
and numerous other 
endeavors of which  
so many white Amer- 
icans claimed they 
were incapable.

Other authors have 
written about Nico- 
demus, but here Char- 
lotte Hinger focuses  
on the politics and ide- 
ology that developed 
in the intellectually 
fertile environment  
it provided. She se- 
lects three prominent 
homesteaders who 
embodied three dif- 
ferent approaches 

toward achieving 
equality and how they 
applied their philoso-
phies in and beyond 

the town. Abram 
Thompson Hall Jr. 
believed in “racial 
uplift,” each individ- 
ual setting an exam- 
ple through personal 
achievement. Edward 
Preston McCabe, the 
first black state offi- 
cial elected in Kansas, 
promoted politics and 
legislation as the key 
to achieving nation-
wide equality. John  
W. Niles, a former 
slave and one of Nico- 
demus’ founders, pos- 
sessed innate oratory 
talents that helped  
him outwit a cadre  
of lawyers in his own 
criminal case, then 
become the first black 
to persuade the U.S. 
Senate to consider a 
petition for slave repa- 
rations. As Hinger 
follows the careers and 
contributions of these 
men in the context of 
both their era and the 
century that followed, 
she concludes that each 
of their approaches 
remains relevant and 
continues to influence 
American attitudes, 
black and white,  
for better or worse.

—Jon Guttman
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NOW AVAILABLE, the most famous depiction of the Battle of Little Bighorn
The Anheuser Busch Company has 

granted permission for the 
Custer Battlefield Museum to 

issue a special high quality 
36x27 limited edition print 

of the famous painting.  

To order call (406) 638-1876. The 
print is available for $79.99 delivered.
 Partial proceeds from the sale of this 
print will go towards maintaining the 

Peace Memorial and the
Tomb of the Unknown Soldier

on the battlefield.CUSTER BATTLEFIELD MUSEUM, Garryowen, MT
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Contact us to put 
your advertisement in 
front of thousands of 
history enthusiasts!

800.649.9800    
wiw@russelljohns.com
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BOB’S FILMS. 1930’s to 1970’s 
out of print and hard to find 
films. Free catalog. Bob’s Films, 
PO Box 291746, Port Orange, 
FL 32129. rmauro5@cfl.rr.com

REAL ESTATE

PATRIOTIC PHILANTHROPY 
N A M I N G  L E G A C Y 
O P P O R T U N I T Y .  B u i l d  A 
National Museum at Sitting 
Bull’s Camp Where the Battle 
of the Little Big Horn Began. 
TOWNFORSALE.NET
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ponderosaranchoutfitters.com/wildwest

Timeline of the Old West: a pictorial history of the Old West.  
Ponderosa Ranch Outfitters creates Western Artwork and 

Furnishings reflecting your adventurous spirit.

The Perfect Sleep Chair® 
Call now toll free 

for our lowest price.

1-888-745-7365
Please mention code 105424.

“To you, it’s the perfect lift chair. To me, 
it’s the best sleep chair I’ve ever had.”  

— J. Fitzgerald, VA
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It’s a “Sit Back Chair”– 
for reading, watching TV 
and resting

It’s a “Lift Chair”– that puts 
your feet safely on the fl oor 
– you’re ready to go!

It’s a “Sleep Chair”– for a 
comfortable and relaxing 
night’s sleep

It’s a “Chair”– for 
crafting, eating, visiting 
with friends and family



PIKES PEAK,  
COLORADO

Namesake explorer Zebulon Pike 
sighted but, ironically, failed to 

summit this 14,115-foot peak—one  
of 53 “fourteeners” in the Centennial 
State. That was back in 1820. By 
century’s end tourists were regularly 
reaching the top via the Manitou & 
Pikes Peak Railway (inset), the highest 
in the Northern Hemisphere. In 1893 
saddle-sore songwriter Katharine Lee 
Bates summited on muleback, the vista 
inspiring her to dash off “America the 
Beautiful.” Visitors today can ride up 
on the 8.9-mile cog railway, hike or 
bike the 13-mile Barr Trail, or drive 
up via 19-mile Pikes Peak Highway. 
Poor old Pike would be piqued. 
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