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CHAPTER ONE

Billy the Kid:
Part One: The Boy Who Grew Up to Become a Legend

Any account of Old West bad men, particularly those involving New Mexico, almost certainly has to include a story of Billy the Kid, whose deeds have been exploited innumerable times in literature, movies, folklore, hearsay, and music. But those who attempt to present a factual rendition of his life must face the nearly insurmountable task of overcoming unreliable tales handed down from generation to generation, biased frontier newspaper reports, questionable sources and, not infrequently, outright lies.

With all that in mind, here’s another attempt to get all the names, dates, and places in their proper order, based on well researched historical accounts, books by respected authors, books by money-hungry writers who wrote the story with little regard for the truth, and magazine and newspaper reports from way back then until the present.

The boy who would grow up to become a legend was born in 1859, according to most experts, but there is no birth certificate to support the claim. The common theory is that the birth took place in New York, but again, extensive research has failed to confirm that. Some findings say he was born in Indiana; others claim it was in Missouri. Less substantive allegations declare he was a native of Ohio, Kansas, or New Mexico.

Many other early details are equally hard to pin down, but what follows is a compilation of what most experts believe.

In November 1859, Catherine McCarty bore either her first or second child. She and her husband (whose given name is lost to history, but most speculate was either Michael, William, or Patrick McCarty) christened the baby William Henry. She had another son, Joseph, whose birth date is also uncertain, but he apparently was older than Billy. While the boys were still very young, their father either died or deserted them, leaving the family alone in the Irish slums of New York. The poor living conditions—lack of adequate housing, substandard sanitation, inadequate diet, and insufficient clothing—would be contributing factors when the mother was later stricken with tuberculosis. Unable to tolerate the low quality of life available to the family, Catherine decided to leave the city and head west.
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For the next six years, from 1865 to 1871, the single mother made a decent living by operating boardinghouses, laundries, and hotels in Indiana, Kansas, and Colorado. She raised her two sons as best she could under the circumstances, providing them with adequate food and clothing and sending them to school. While in Indianapolis, she met William Henry Antrim, a bartender, who became her suitor.

When Catherine McCarty was diagnosed with tuberculosis around 1872, she sold all her belongings and moved her family again, first to Denver, then to New Mexico Territory in the vain hope that the high, dry climate might help clear her lungs. With her permission, William Henry Antrim followed them, and the couple got married in Santa Fe on March 1, 1873. The boys also took his surname, but because his first and middle names were the same as his youngest stepson’s, the boy was called Henry rather than Bill, Billy, or William. They all moved to Silver City, where the senior Antrim worked as a bartender and carpenter to support his new family, as well as pursued his fantasy of striking it rich by prospecting for mineral wealth in the silver-laden hills around the community. While he dug and dreamed, his new wife took in boarders. The boys attended school and worked around the house.

But the apparent serenity of family life ended when Catherine McCarty-Antrim succumbed to her illness on September 16, 1874. After tending to all the funerary details and farming the boys out to neighbors, William Henry Antrim, the stepfather, left Silver City for good. William Henry Antrim, the stepson, started calling himself Billy. He found work at a local butcher shop and was considered a good employee who worked hard and didn’t steal from his employer.

Then the trouble started.

In the spring of 1875, fifteen-year-old Billy had his first brushes with the law. He stole butter from a grocery store, simply because, he told the sheriff, he liked the taste of butter. Since he had no other black marks against him, Billy was released with a warning and returned to his job. But then he started hanging around with George Shaefer, a recognized ne’er-do-well also known as Sombrero Jack who was considered a suspect every time a minor crime was committed in Silver City. After Shaefer broke into a Chinese laundry and took money, guns, and clothing, he offered Billy some of the loot if he would hide it in his room. Billy’s landlady found the stolen items and turned him over to the sheriff. Although reluctant to throw the boy in jail, the sheriff nevertheless confined him to a cell. The incarceration was brief. Two nights later, Billy escaped by climbing up a chimney.

Rather than face an uncertain, but probably minor, punishment, Billy Antrim fled across the border into Arizona Territory. He found work at a hay camp near Camp Grant despite his tender age and soon began frequenting the local saloons where soldiers from the camp relaxed and eased the stresses of army life. Unable to afford respectable cowboy duds, the youngster was forced to clothe himself in well-worn, poor-fitting garb. A cowboy acquaintance called him “a country Jake” and pointed out that he wore shoes, not boots, and had a six-gun stuck into the waistband of his trousers because he couldn’t afford a holster.

By the summer of 1877, nearly two years after arriving in Arizona, Billy was working as a cook and busboy in a hotel restaurant near the camp. He had avoided trouble, but trouble came looking for him and he couldn’t resist the temptation of easy money. John Mackie, an ex-soldier, had a plan—they would go into business together stealing horses and saddles, then selling them to the local merchants. Like his two previous excursions on the wrong side of the law, this scheme didn’t work out well. An army sergeant recognized a horse tied to the front of a local hotel as the one Billy and Mackie had stolen from him months before. The trooper alerted authorities; the two horse thieves were arrested as they ate breakfast. The arresting officer, Miles Wood, marched the pair to the camp guardhouse and ordered them held for trial.

But as they were being ushered into their cells, Billy grabbed a handful of salt, threw it into a guard’s eyes, and grabbed his gun. The escape attempt failed. Other guards wrestled Billy to the ground and took the gun. After the authorities returned him to jail, the sheriff ordered Frank Cahill, the camp blacksmith, to fashion a pair of shackles and rivet them around Billy’s ankles. That didn’t work, either. When the guards came to check on him the next morning, Billy was gone. So were the shackles. But, for unknown reasons, the charges against him were eventually dropped, so Billy was allowed to stay in the area without fear of being jailed again.

As it turned out, that wasn’t a very good move.

In mid-August 1877, Billy got into a scuffle with Cahill, who had been tormenting and bullying him ever since his last escape. Cahill was a large brute of a man who outweighed Billy by several pounds, so he had little trouble throwing his young victim to the ground. But as Cahill sat on top of him while administering a severe beating, Billy drew his pistol and fired one shot into his aggressor. Cahill died the next day. His dying statement was published in the Arizona Weekly Star six days later. It read:


I, Frank P. Cahill, being convinced that I am about to die, do make the following as my final statement: My name is Frank P. Cahill. I was born in the county and town of Galway, Ireland. Yesterday, Aug. 17th, 1877, I had some trouble with Henry Antrem [sic], otherwise known as Kid, during which he shot me. I had called him a pimp, and he called me a son of a bitch, we then took hold of each other: I did not hit him, I think: saw him go for his pistol, and tried to get hold of it, but could not and he shot me in the belly.



A coroner’s jury ruled the death “criminal and unjustifiable.” Billy didn’t hang around long enough to hear the decision. He fled Arizona, never to return, hurried back to New Mexico and, for reasons nobody has ever been able to ascertain, changed his name to William Bonney.

Sore, cold, and hungry, William Bonney arrived in Lincoln County, New Mexico, about a month after the shooting. He spent a few weeks in the Sacramento Mountains, where he easily made friends, including members of both factions that would soon square off in the bloody Lincoln County War.

Now commonly referred to as “the Kid,” Bonney signed on with John Tunstall as a hired hand for three dollars a day, acceptable pay for late 1877. Billy and Tunstall formed a good relationship because the Kid admired his employer, so he worked hard and was considered a top hand. But when Tunstall and Alexander McSween allied themselves against L. G. Murphy and James Dolan in the Lincoln County War, a bloody battle erupted over control of the area’s economy, and Billy was drawn into a situation much worse than anything he had previously encountered.

He was loyal to Tunstall, and that loyalty was put to the test on February 18, 1878, when he watched helplessly from a distanceas Tunstall was murdered by a somewhat illegitimate posse led by Sheriff William Brady. Since the Dolan-Murphy faction employed the sheriff and most of his deputies, the killing was considered the start of the Lincoln County War. Bonney claimed that Tunstall “was the only man that ever treated me like I was freeborn and white.” Because he and Fred Waite were thrown in jail for attempting to serve warrants for the arrest of those involved in the murder, Billy couldn’t attend Tunstall’s funeral. He then swore, “I’ll get every son-of-a-bitch who helped kill John if it’s the last thing I do.” He was released after the funeral, but Sheriff Brady confiscated his rifle.

The next month, Billy was appointed a deputy in the Regulators, a group of about two dozen men organized to counter the Dolan Murphy organization. The Regulators captured two men involved in Tunstall’s death, but neither prisoner made it back to Lincoln alive. William McCloskey, a Regulator, was also killed, allegedly because he protested the execution-style deaths of the suspects.

Billy’s vow to seek vengeance on those responsible for Tunstall’s death was partially fulfilled on April 1, 1878, when the Regulators gunned down Sheriff Brady and Deputy George Hindman during an ambush on Lincoln’s main street. Once both men were dead, Billy leapt from behind the wall where he and the others were hiding and raced to the sheriff’s body. He recovered his rifle and some papers, but had to drop them when a bullet fired by another deputy hit him in the hip. He vaulted back over the wall and joined the Regulators as they rode out of town.

Fourteen weeks later, on June 19, 1878, Billy and several associates were trapped inside the McSween house after the Dolan Murphy gang set it on fire. The Kid escaped, but McSween and four others were killed. The attackers then let the McSween house burn to the ground. Historians would later declare it the incident that ended the Lincoln County War. But there was no peace for William Bonney, the man now known all across the territory as Billy the Kid.

By that time, Billy was feeling persecuted. He believed he was being unjustly vilified by the accusations of the frontier press and wanted to tell his side of the story. He wrote a heartfelt and well worded letter to the newly appointed governor, Lew Wallace, saying that he was present when attorney Huston Chapman was shot and killed in Lincoln during a confrontation with James Dolan and one of his riders. He said he would testify against the killers, but only if indictments against him were removed. Surprisingly, Wallace agreed to meet with Billy. Wallace swore that if the Kid would testify against the suspects, he would be given a full pardon. As part of their agreement, Billy submitted to a staged arrest and was confined to a local hotel, where he played poker with his jailers and roamed about town pretty much without interference. He soon realized, however, that he was being used as a political pawn and that, although his testimony helped bring about some arrests, there were no convictions. So he did what he usually did in such circumstances—he escaped and left New Mexico. But then he came back, and his troubles continued.
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Less than a year after his futile attempt to put himself on the right side of the law, Billy killed Joe “Texas Red” Grant, a bounty hunter and gunfighter. Grant had openly bragged that he’d shoot the Kid if they ever met, but he apparently didn’t recognize his intended target when the two sat down at a poker game in a Fort Sumner saloon. As the game progressed, Grant realized whom he was playing against. After the game ended, Grant tried to shoot the Kid in the back as he walked toward the saloon door, but his gun didn’t fire because the hammer had fallen on an empty chamber. When Billy heard the gun’s click, he turned, fired, and didn’t miss. He told authorities that it was “a two-man game and I got there first.” No charges were filed.

But a series of events was unfolding, and Billy’s luck was about to change for the worse.

First, Patrick Floyd Garrett was appointed sheriff of Lincoln County in November 1880.

Then Billy narrowly escaped a posse at Coyote Springs on November 23. He and a companion were forced to get away on foot because their horses were shot and killed as they tried to saddle up. They trudged through the snow and made their way to a ranch owned by Whiskey Jim Greathouse. Four days later, a posse surrounded the Kid and several companions at the Greathouse spread. During the negotiations that followed, deputy James Carlyle was shot and killed, either purposely by Billy or accidentally by his fellow lawmen. The remaining deputies fired as many as eighty rifle shots at the house but didn’t hit anyone inside. Finally, cold and hungry, the deputies withdrew, allowing the outlaws to slip away into the night.

During a lull in the action, Billy found shelter among friends and sheepherders near Fort Sumner. Apparently tired of running, he wrote to Governor Wallace, reminding him of his earlier promise. The governor received the letter on December 12, 1880. On December 13, he placed a five-hundred-dollar reward notice for Billy in a Santa Fe newspaper. He told the local press that he was under no moral or legal obligation to honor his agreement with a person of such low moral character.

The Kid escaped one more deadly encounter, but then his luck ran out.

He and his gang had been hiding out at a ranch some twelve miles east of Fort Sumner. Garrett got word that they would be coming into town to get supplies, so he positioned his men around an old hospital where Charlie Bowdre’s wife, Manuela, was living, assuming that the outlaws would stop to see her. When the riders approached, Garrett stood up and ordered them to halt. They refused; the shooting started. Billy and the others wheeled their horses and fled. All but one got away. Tom O’Folliard, one of Billy’s closest friends, rode back to the lawmen and asked them not to shoot because, in his words, “I’m killed.” He died forty-five minutes later.

Bowdre was the next victim when, four days later, Billy and his friends had another run-in with Garrett and his deputies. The outlaws were hiding on a ranch outside Fort Sumner when an informant rode into town and told Garrett where to find them. The lawmen then trailed their prey to a rock house at Stinking Springs, near Taiban. Garrett, sensing that Billy would never be taken alive, placed his men in strategic positions around the structure with orders to shoot to kill. The posse members hunkered down in the December cold, while the unsuspecting outlaws slept in relative comfort inside the building. At dawn, a man opened the door and stepped outside. He was wearing a large sombrero, similar to Billy’s. The lawmen began shooting. But it wasn’t Billy; it was Bowdre. He staggered back inside, but the Kid shoved him out the door. He stumbled toward Garrett with his hands up, then died in the lawman’s arms.

By late afternoon, the gang members realized they weren’t going to escape this time, so they surrendered after obtaining a promise that they would not be subjected to any violence. Garrett arrested the Kid, Dave Rudabaugh, and Billy Wilson, and they were returned to Las Vegas for further disposition. Eventually, Billy was transferred by train to Santa Fe, where he was incarcerated until late March 1881. During that time, he wrote three more letters to Governor Wallace; he received no answers. Wallace was either in Silver City, looking over his mining claims, or in Washington, D.C., receiving an appointment as ambassador to Turkey.

March 27 arrived, and Billy got another free train ride, this time to Mesilla, where he would face indictment for the murder of Morris Bernstein on the Mescalero Indian Agency. He was found not guilty but was almost instantly rearrested and charged with the death of Sheriff Brady. On April 9, the Kid was found guilty. The presiding judge ordered him returned to Lincoln where, on May 13, 1881, he would be “hanged by the neck until his body be dead.”

The trip to Lincoln was in a horse-drawn buckboard. It was far from pleasant because Deputy Bob Olinger, one of the lawmen assigned to make sure Billy arrived safely so they could hang him, tormented and tortured his charge throughout the journey. He would later pay a severe price for that.

The group arrived in Lincoln on April 21, and the Kid was placed in a cell on the second story of the old Dolan store, which had been converted into the county jail. Six days later, Garrett left Olinger and Deputy James Bell in charge while he traveled to White Oaks, ostensibly to buy lumber for the gallows. The following day, Olinger took five other prisoners down the street to the Wortley Hotel for lunch, leaving Bell to watch the Kid. Somehow, Billy managed to shoot and kill his guard, who fell down the outside staircase and onto the street. Upon hearing the shots, Olinger left the other prisoners and raced back to the jail. But as he crossed the street, he was felled by a blast from his own shotgun, which the Kid had taken from the gun cabinet near his cell.

Nobody tried to stop the Kid as he spent more than an hour trying to remove the chains from his wrists and ankles while talking with the townspeople. One citizen even saddled a horse for him while Billy went back upstairs to grab a rifle. One of the other prisoners deserted by Olinger said the rifle was his and asked Billy not to take it. He agreed and went back after a second rifle. Another prisoner made the same claim so Billy climbed the stairs again and took a third rifle. Eventually, he rode out of town, still wearing his shackles. He promised to return the horse; it showed up the next day without a rider.

But the end was near.

July 14, 1881, was about to become a day of infamy in western history.

That morning, Garrett received a tip that Billy was hiding out at Pete Maxwell’s place in Fort Sumner. Garrett and two deputies, John Poe and Kip McKinney, rode to the house. It was already dark when Garrett stationed Poe and McKinney on the porch in front of the house and he went inside and hid in a bedroom. Billy walked directly past the two deputies and into the room where Garrett sat, hidden in the darkness. When he realized someone was in the room, the Kid asked, “¿Quién es?” (Spanish for “who is it?”). The Kid drew his pistol but never got a chance to use it. Garrett fired twice. One bullet was fatal.

Billy the Kid died instantly.

His life was over.

His legend had begun.





CHAPTER TWO

Billy the Kid:
Part Two: Legend, Exploitation, and Commercialism

Six days after Billy the Kid’s death, Sheriff Pat Garrett rode into Santa Fe to claim the five-hundred-dollar reward that Governor Lew Wallace had posted. The acting governor, W. G. Ritch, refused to pay because he said it was “a personal offer made by a previous governor.” A month later, citizens of Santa Fe County and Doña Ana County presented Garrett with the nineteen hundred dollars they raised to reward him. In 1882, he also received the original five-hundred-dollar reward from New Mexico Territory.

During his time in Santa Fe, Garrett consented to an interview with the Daily New Mexican. When the reporter asked why Billy hung around Lincoln and Fort Sumner instead of leaving for another area, Garrett responded that “he thought that was his safest plan … he was safer out on the plains, and could always get something to eat among the sheepherders.”

Word of Billy’s death inspired eastern writers, and within months they produced several nonfactual, cheap novels based on their own imaginations and their desire for a quick buck.

Smarting under rumors that he had killed an innocent boy or that the person he killed wasn’t really the Kid, Garrett collaborated with journalist Ash Upson to write The Authentic Life of Billy the Kid, his version of the events leading up to, and including, Billy’s final moments. In the introduction, he noted, “I am incited to this labor, in a measure, by an impulse to correct the thousand false statements which have appeared in the public newspapers and in yellow-covered, cheap novels.”

Over the next 130 pages, the former sheriff recalled his early association with the Kid, how they became enemies, and then the rather sparse details about the fatal shooting. He (or Upson) wrote:


He [Billy] raised quickly his pistol, a self-cocker, within a foot of my breast. … All this occurred within a moment. Quickly as possible, I drew my revolver and fired, threw my body aside and fired again. The second shot was useless. The Kid fell dead. A struggle or two, a little strangling sound as he gasped for breath, and the Kid was with his many victims.



In the later paragraphs, Garrett claimed that the next morning, a coroner’s jury identified the dead man as William H. Bonney, also known as Billy the Kid, and that the body was “neatly and properly dressed and buried in the Military Cemetery at Fort Sumner, July 15, 1881.” He concluded the book, “Again I say that the Kid’s body lies undisturbed in the grave—and I speak of what I know.”

The book did not sell well, but a reviewer for the New York Times later wrote that “every story of consequence on the Kid has been based on [it].” The statement appears on the front cover of a second printing of the book, released in 2011. After Garrett’s initial production, several others followed. Some attempted to present the facts; most were written by eastern authors with little regard for the truth.

Thirteen months after Billy’s death, Garrett met with Joseph McCarty Antrim in Trinidad, Colorado. They talked for several hours, presumably about Billy’s death and how it all happened. They got up, shook hands, and parted company, never to see each other again.

In 1928, a reporter for the Denver Post was assigned to interview Antrim because of his reputation as an old-time gambler. Unaware that he had just talked with the brother of Billy the Kid, the reporter referred to him as “an old coot.” When someone told him of the man’s historical importance, he replied, “So what?”

Joe Antrim died on November 25, 1930. Nobody was certain how old he was.

Pat Garrett’s remaining time on Earth was filled with disappointments and bad luck. He ran for reelection as Lincoln County sheriff, but lost. He ran for sheriff of Grant County, but lost. He ran for the New Mexico Territorial Senate, but lost. Disgusted, Garrett moved to Texas where he became a captain in the Texas Rangers. Then he returned to New Mexico and ran for sheriff of Chaves County. He lost. However, authorities in Doña Ana County appointed him sheriff to investigate the disappearance of a crime fighting attorney, Colonel Albert Fountain, and his son. Garrett produced evidence and found suspects but was fighting a corrupt legal system so the mystery was never solved. He was later elected to a full term as county sheriff.

Although many contemporaries were openly voicing the opinion that Garrett had shot the Kid in a cowardly fashion instead of in a face-to-face showdown, he was called to Washington, D.C., by President Theodore Roosevelt. Teddy, who was enamored with tales of Old West gunmen, appointed him a customs collector at El Paso, Texas, despite criticism from his consultants. Garrett did not do well in the position. He antagonized his staff, made several enemies, and got into a public fistfight with a former employee. He was accused of “gross neglect and suspicious dealings” and was not reappointed when his five-year term ended.

The former lawman returned to his ranch near Las Cruces, where he failed as both a miner and a lawyer. Discouraged and depressed, Garrett started drinking heavily and made more enemies. One of them was Jesse Wayne Brazel, a twenty-one-year-old cowboy. Garrett had leased grazing rights to Brazel but became angry when he discovered that goats were eating his grass instead of cattle. The two became involved in a bitter dispute but had apparently reached an agreement and were riding together in a buckboard to sign some legal papers in Las Cruces. But when the carriage stopped so the driver, Carl Adamson, could relieve himself, Garrett was shot twice. He died on the spot. Brazel and Adamson left the body on the ground, drove into Las Cruces, and reported the death to the authorities. The February 29, 1908, edition of the Denver Post reported his death. The story read, in part:


The man who killed Billy the Kid in a desperate gun fight a number of years ago [had] a reputation all over the West for his ability to shoot straight. … He was the most famous character of the frontier left in New Mexico, having been a soldier, scout, Indian fighter and all-around gun man.”



Brazel was charged with first-degree murder but was acquitted after a two-day trial. He claimed that Garrett had leaned over to pick up his shotgun from the floorboard of the buckboard. Aware of Garrett’s reputation as a man with a quick temper, Brazel said he feared for his own life, so he shot in self-defense. Adamson swore he did not see who fired the fatal shots.

There was considerable speculation that the actual killer was Jim Miller, a known hit man, who was hired by a group of Garrett’s enemies. Miller was married to Adamson’s sister, so conspiracy theorists made a quick connection. However, most historians agree that the shooting happened the way Brazel described it.

Garrett’s problems didn’t end even after his death. He stood six-foot-four and was commonly called “Juan Largo” (Long John). Because of that, his body was too tall for any of the coffins available in Las Cruces, and so his funeral was delayed until one could be special-ordered from El Paso. The service was finally held on March 5, 1908. His remains now lie in the Masonic Cemetery in Las Cruces. A historical marker south of US Route 70 between Las Cruces and the San Augustin Pass commemorates the site of his death.

Lew Wallace, the governor who ignored his promises to Billy, fared considerably better than most of those involved in the life and death of Billy the Kid.

After reneging on his verbal promise to pardon the Kid in return for his testimony in a murder case, Wallace told a reporter, “I can’t see how a fellow like him should expect any clemency from me.” Wallace was never happy about his appointment to the territory’s highest political office, once commenting that “every calculation based on experience elsewhere fails in New Mexico.”

His wife, Susan, shared his feelings about the territory. In a letter to one of her sons, she recommended that the United States force Mexico to take it back.

But Wallace’s time in New Mexico wasn’t a complete waste. During his tenure, he wrote Ben Hur: A Tale of Christ, which became a best seller and has twice been made into a movie. After leaving New Mexico Territory, Wallace was appointed ambassador to Turkey.

In 2010, nearly 120 years after Billy’s death, another New Mexico governor denied his request for clemency. Governor Bill Richardson had considered pardoning the Kid since 2003 but didn’t make the call. “The romanticism appealed to me, to issue a pardon,” he said, “but the facts and the evidence did not support it, and I’ve got to be responsible, especially when a governor is issuing a pardon.”

Descendants of Governor Wallace and Sheriff Garrett expressed outrage that Richardson
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