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To Jackson Yates Witcher,
the best part of my history
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“Going Home to Die No More”

My heavenly home is bright and fair;
Nor pain nor death can enter there;
Its glittering towers the sun outshine;
That heavenly mansion shall be mine.

Chorus

I’m going home to Christ above,
I’m going home to the Christian’s rest,
I’m going home, to die no more,
I’m going home to die no more.

My Father’s house is built on high,
Far, far above the starry sky;
When from this earthly prison free,
That heavenly mansion mine shall be.

(Chorus)

Let others seek a home below,
Which flames devour or waves overflow;
Be mine a happier lot to own
A heavenly mansion near the throne.

(Chorus)

—Lyrics, William Hunter, 1838





“I am told that of the number of books there will be no end; all purporting to be the life and history of Capt. P. King, the great railroad robber and murderer, etc. Now this is all stuff and a means used as a deception in order to make money. My life, adventures, dreams, secrets, and comments on the trial and testimony are all in the hands of a careful and, I trust, faithful compositor, which will not be published until I shall have been done with the troubles of this my earthly hell. Though I be a ‘murderer,’ as the world is wont to call me, I feel there is a better day coming; and if the just vengeance of heaven ever overtakes my enemies, they will suffer much.

 “But in this I take no pleasure, for I can forgive my most violent enemy; and if need be, could embrace him.”

— Excerpt of a letter Captain William P. King wrote from prison to the Louisville Journal for publication on June 27, 1867, the day before his execution on the gallows in Franklin, Kentucky.
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Introduction

My great-grandfather, James Lafayette Witcher, lived to be ninety-three and was a Union veteran of the Civil War, serving with Company F, 52nd Kentucky Infantry from November 1863 until being honorably discharged as a private at Bowling Green, Kentucky, in January 1865 at the age of twenty.

 My father was seventeen when his grandfather died in 1938, so he knew him well. He said his grandfather didn’t talk much about any skirmishes he fought in during the war, but he did talk about living off the land by robbing smoke houses when they were hungry and taking clothes off clothes lines when they needed something to wear. He also said Cordell Hull on occasion spent the night at his house when he was riding as a circuit judge in the early 1900s between the courthouses in Lafayette and Celina, Tennessee, a distance of some forty miles.

 I had not gone beyond this family folklore until I looked up the roster of Company F, Kentucky Infantry, USA, and found that his captain, William P. King, had been hanged in 1867 in Franklin, Kentucky, for having murdered King’s brother after their involvement in a train robbery. Captain King, along with a private from King’s hometown of Franklin, Abraham Owens, had been hanged for murdering the brother after he told of their involvement in the robbery.

 King and Owens and a party of ten other men had robbed a Louisville & Nashville Railroad train in November 1866. King and Owens murdered King’s brother, Harvey, when they suspected he would turn state’s evidence against them for the reward money L&N was offering for information leading to the capture of the robbers.

 King and Owens were subsequently convicted of murder, and after the governor delayed their execution twice and King and Owens failed to escape jail twice, they were executed in Franklin in June 1867.

 Although King and Owens had lived in Franklin since the 1850s, they had been born in Macon County, Tennessee, as had my great-grandfather. I later discovered during my research that my great-grandfather’s honorable discharge had been signed by Captain King.





Going Home

On Thursday, November 8, 1866, a little after 2 a.m., engineer Jim Stewart was piloting his Louisville & Nashville locomotive five miles north of Franklin, Kentucky, on its way to Nashville. He spotted crossties and rails placed on the train tracks before he applied the brakes and put the engine into reverse. The momentum of the locomotive caused it and the express car behind it to jump the track and turn over twice down a forty-foot embankment. The front of the locomotive was now pointing back toward Louisville. The baggage car and the smoking car were behind the express car and were also derailed but only partway down the embankment. Behind the smoking car were the ladies’ car and the sleeping car, which remained upon the track.

 There were approximately one hundred passengers aboard, including women and children. Ten to twelve men with revolvers, their faces blackened, fired a volley of shots into the air. The robbers boarded the wreckage and proceeded to take money and watches from the passengers in the cars that were still on the tracks. Then, the express car behind the locomotive started to burn because a stove on board had overturned in the crash. The robbers ran to the bottom of the embankment, but the fire had already consumed the money safe and packages that were aboard.

 The fire then raced up the embankment and overtook the baggage car and the smoking car. The baggage master and mail agent had thrown baggage and mail bags from
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