
  CHAPTER 1


  SAM BASS, TEXAS’S FIRST TRAIN ROBBER


  Sam Bass was born into a large family on a farm near Mitchell in southern Indiana on July 21, 1851. (At least one writer gives the date as July 2, 1851.) When he was but a small child, Sam’s mother passed away. An older brother who enlisted in the Union Army was killed at the Battle of Richmond in 1862. Sam, along with his siblings, pitched in and helped his father with the hard work and long hours associated with farming. By all accounts, the farm prospered.


  When his father died in 1864, Sam went to live with his uncle, Dave Sheeks. Sheeks was regarded by his neighbors as wealthy and owned a number of large farms and sawmills in the vicinity. During his time in Indiana, Bass never received any education. He was able to read only a few words and was barely able to sign his name. While he was a hard and dependable worker, farming held little appeal to the young Bass, and he began making plans to head out west at the first opportunity.


  While growing up, Bass heard stories about the Reno Gang, a band of bank, stagecoach, and train robbers who operated throughout much of Indiana and Illinois. The Reno Gang is credited with the first peacetime robbery of a train on October 6, 1866, in Seymour, Indiana, forty miles northeast of Mitchell. The robbers, holding the express car messenger at gunpoint, took $12,000 from the safe and got away with no difficulty. (One account estimates that $90,000 was taken in the heist.) An escapade such as this appeared to offer far more adventure and excitement, not to mention income, than young Sam was experiencing on the farm.


  From travelers who stopped at the Sheeks farms, Bass heard stories of the American West, stories of cowboys, buffalo hunters, and Indian fighters. He was known to have expressed a desire to journey westward to see for himself what adventures might lie there. It was said that he once mentioned to an acquaintance that he might take up robbing trains like the Reno Gang.


  Bass left home at around eighteen years of age. One of his first stops was Rosedale, Mississippi. In need of money, he found work as a farm laborer for a time.


  While in Rosedale, according to one biographer, Bass learned to shoot a gun and play cards. By all accounts, he was a decent shot with a revolver but a terrible poker player.


  From Rosedale Bass traveled to Arkansas, then on to northern Texas, hitching a ride with a family traveling in a covered wagon, eventually arriving in Denton County some time in 1870. He had no trouble finding employment on nearby ranches. His commitment to his tasks impressed those around him, and he was regarded by all who knew him as responsible and frugal. As with farming, Bass soon learned that he had no love for working on ranches.


  Bass left the ranch work and went to live in the town of Denton. He found work at times as a stable boy, a handyman, and a freight wagon driver.


  By the time he was an adult, Sam Bass was five feet, six inches tall. He had grown lean and muscular from hard work. His posture was a bit stooped, which gave the impression that he was much older. With his black hair and deep black eyes, he was often mistaken for an Indian. According to researchers, Bass was somewhat careless in his personal appearance; it was said he seldom bathed or shaved except when posing for the rare photograph.


  Bass’s biographers have written that he rarely showed any interest in female company. As far as is known, Bass was never romantically or otherwise linked with a woman during his lifetime.


  One of Bass’s interests was horses, and he grew adept at raising, training, and breeding them. His desire was to generate a stock of good racing horses, and in time he developed into a skillful breeder. Whenever Bass had the opportunity, he traveled around the countryside entering his animals in racing competitions. In addition to Denton, he raced in Dallas, Fort Worth, Grandbury, Waco, San Antonio, and other locations in Texas as well as in Oklahoma. He won more than he lost. When not racing his horses, Bass spent his time drinking and gambling.
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  During his time of raising and racing horses, Bass found himself in trouble with the law on occasion. In one case he was charged with doping his horses. In another, he was alleged to have cheated an opponent out of a race by intimidating the judges.


  After a few weeks of racing his famed Denton mare in San Antonio, Bass fell in with a man named Joel Collins. Collins was a former saloon owner who spent a lot of his time at the horse races. Like Bass, Collins had had a few scrapes with the law. He was described as a “violent, reckless man who had killed a Mexican or two.”


  In 1876, Bass and Collins, along with three other cowhands, drove a herd of cattle to Dodge City, Kansas, where they attempted to sell it. By the time they had arrived in Dodge City, the herd was considerably larger than when they left Texas, leading biographers to speculate that more cattle were obtained along the trail by theft. Questions of ownership arose that Bass and Collins were unable to answer satisfactorily, negating the possibilities of a sale. In response to the growing suspicions, they moved the herd northward to Nebraska, where it was finally sold. After paying off the cowhands, Bass and Collins pocketed $8,000.


  From Nebraska, Bass and Collins traveled northward into Dakota Territory, landing in the town of Deadwood. There, they invested their money in a freight company, a zinc mine, and a whorehouse. Between the hard drinking and compulsive gambling, neither Bass nor Collins could focus on their enterprises long enough to make a go of them, and eventually they all folded.


  Following one business failure after another, the two men met Jack Davis, a fellow gambler. Davis, who had experience robbing stagecoaches, pointed out that they were used to transport shipments of gold from the mines. To the three men, robbing stages seemed like an easier way to make a living. A handful of additional men were added to the gang, and plans were made to rob a coach. So broke were Bass, Collins, and the others that they had to steal horses and saddles in order to perpetrate the holdup.


  For Bass and Collins, the occasional stagecoach robbery kept them in money, and the money kept them in alcohol and at the gaming tables. This was not to last, however, for the area law enforcement, seeking to put a stop to the holdups, was closing in. Enraged by the killing of a stagecoach driver during one of the robberies, lawmen were determined to end the reign of terror along the roads and to bring the criminals to justice. Sensing this, Bass and Collins, along with gang members Jack Davis, Jim Berry, Tom Nixon, and Bill Heffridge, decided it was time to leave the Dakotas and travel south. Along the way, they made plans to rob a Union Pacific train.


  On the evening of September 1877, Sam Bass and his gang robbed the Union Pacific train at the tiny community of Big Springs, twenty miles west of Ogallala in western Nebraska. The Big Springs train robbery ushered in Bass’s short but effective and colorful career as a train robber.


  At gunpoint, Bass and five companions entered the station and secured it, taking the stationmaster prisoner. Moments later, the outlaws cut the telegraph lines. They forced the stationmaster to stand beside the tracks and wave a red lantern, a signal to the engineer of the arriving train to pull to a stop.


  Within an hour the scheduled train arrived and chugged to a halt. The outlaws entered the cab of the locomotive and neutralized the engineer and fireman. They doused the firebox with water so the train could not proceed. Following this, Bass and Collins walked down the tracks, identified the express car, and broke into it with little difficulty. Moments later, the train robbers made their getaway with $60,000 in twenty-dollar gold pieces, all fresh from the San Francisco mint, along with $500 in currency. Before departing, one of the gang members pistol-whipped the freight agent.


  The six outlaws rode away from the holdup eager to spend their newfound riches. At the time, it represented the biggest haul from a train robbery in history.


  After fleeing the scene of the robbery, some of the gang members talked about the advantages of traveling to South America, then a popular destination for American outlaws who were feeling the law close in on them. There was little agreement to this plan, and the gang members decided to split up. Joel Collins and Bill Heffridge rode away to Kansas. Jim Berry and Tom Nixon traveled to Kansas City, Missouri. Sam Bass, accompanied by Jack Davis, headed for Texas.



  Initially, law enforcement authorities believed the Big Springs train had been robbed by the Jesse James Gang, which by this time had gained a major reputation for such activities. Following an intense investigation, it was later determined the holdup had been perpetrated by a gang consisting of Bass, Collins, and four other men.


  Not long after arriving in Kansas, Collins and Heffridge made plans to rob a Kansas Pacific Railroad train at Buffalo Station in the west-central part of the state. On their way to the station, the two outlaws encountered a squad of soldiers from Fort Hays. Riding with the troopers were several area law enforcement authorities who became suspicious of the two men. A shootout ensued, and both Collins and Heffridge were killed.


  On arriving in Denton County, Texas, Bass spotted his likeness on wanted posters along with a description of his role in the Nebraska train robbery. He decided to lay low for a time, hiding out in a remote region in the northwestern corner of the county called Cove Hollow, an area with which he was already familiar.


  Bass found comfort in being back in Texas. With a reward out for him, however, he realized it would be difficult to return to raising and training horses. He decided the best way to make a living was to pursue something else he was good at: train robbery. To Sam Bass, the growing and expanding railroad businesses in Texas offered a vast array of opportunities.


  CHAPTER 2


  ALLEN, TEXAS


  February 22, 1878


  Emboldened by the successful Big Springs, Nebraska, train robbery, Bass lost little time in putting together another gang to perpetrate more. He recruited Frank “Blockey” Jackson, Seaborn Barnes, and Tom Spotswood. Other gang members who came and went during Bass’s time in Texas included Henry Underwood, Arkansas Johnson, Jim Murphy, Pipes Herndon, and William Collins, a cousin of Joel Collins.


  While studying his chances of pulling off another train robbery, Bass learned about shipments of payrolls and other monies by stagecoaches traveling into and out of Fort Worth, several miles to the south. After two successful coach holdups but without much to show for the effort, Bass once again turned his sights toward the railroads, redoubling his efforts to determine a suitable target. And he found it.


  The February 22, 1878, robbery of the Houston and Texas Central (H&TC) passenger train in Allen, Texas, was notable for two principle reasons: it was the first recorded train robbery in the state of Texas, and it was organized and carried out by a man who would become one of Texas’s most famous outlaws, Sam Bass. In fact, it was the first of four train robberies Bass was to commit in Texas before he met his end at the hands of Texas Rangers several months later.


  In mid-February 1878, Bass and his gang rode into Allen, located in Collin County, twenty-five miles north-northeast of downtown Dallas. From a hiding place in a nearby clump of trees, the outlaws observed the comings and goings of the H&TC trains and the activities of employees at the station. Built in 1872, the H&TC was purchased by J. P. Morgan in 1877. As they watched, the gang members learned the arrival and departure times of the trains and the shifts and schedules of the station employees. Bass explained to his gang members how they were going to execute the robbery of the train.



  On the afternoon of February 22, just a few minutes before the arrival of an H&TC train, Bass and his gang stormed into the station and subdued the agent, the lone person on duty.


  The oncoming H&TC train was not scheduled to stop, but Bass ordered the agent to alert the engineer to make certain that it did. The agent offered no resistance. Once the train was flagged down, James Thomas, the express messenger, opened the express car door to ascertain the reason. When he spotted what he took to be robbers approaching the Texas Express company car, Thomas retrieved his revolver and fired several shots at them. The gang immediately returned fire, but no one was hit. Thomas scrambled back into the express car and locked the door.


  When Bass finally arrived at the express car, he pounded on the door and demanded that it be opened. Inside the car, messenger Thomas took refuge behind some wooden trunks and prepared to resist the bandits.


  As Bass carried on a dialog with Thomas, another gang member raced through the passenger cars shouting that a robbery was taking place and that fifty to sixty outlaws were involved. His intention was to force the passengers to seek cover and not leave the train. No one did. Bass had earlier decided not to rob or harm the passengers.


  Meanwhile, back at the express car, Thomas continued to refuse to open the door. The outlaws fired their revolvers into the car, and Thomas fired back. Thomas was slightly wounded by one of the outlaw’s bullets. After a few minutes, out of ammunition and concerned about his bleeding wound, Thomas surrendered and opened the door. After the outlaws climbed into the express car, Bass ordered Thomas to open the safe. The messenger refused, but when Bass threatened to kill him if he didn’t, he complied. From the safe, Bass removed, according to some documents, between $1,200 and $2,500. At least one other report, however, suggested that the outlaws got away with less than $500.


  Moments later, with Bass in the lead, the gang mounted their horses and rode away toward their Cove Hollow hideout. The robbery had gone off with little difficulty. None of the passengers were harmed, and express messenger Thomas’s wound was minor.


  Two days following the Allen train robbery, hundreds of wanted posters appeared throughout the region with offers of a $1,500 reward for the capture of each of the train robbers. Gang member Tom Spotswood, whose mask had fallen from his face during the robbery, was identified by messenger Thomas and arrested. Spotswood spent two years in jail while his case was in and out of the courts. He was finally acquitted.


  Sam Bass and his gang retreated to the Cove Hollow hideout where they remained out of sight for several weeks. The outlaws spent their time playing cards. Encouraged by his success and the ease with which the Allen, Texas, holdup was accomplished, Sam Bass immediately began making plans for his next train robbery. It was to take place just over three and a half weeks later in Hutchins, Texas.


  Local sheriff departments directed some of their attention to train schedules and kept themselves informed of valuable shipments. The Texas Rangers began to take an interest in Sam Bass and his gang of train robbers. Not much more time would pass before these two entities collided with one another.


  CHAPTER 3


  HUTCHINS, TEXAS


  March 18, 1878


  Sam Bass had grown convinced that robbing trains was an effective and efficient way to make a living. Thus far in his life, save for some horse-racing victories, train robbery was the only thing he’d ever had success with and that appealed to his oft-stated craving for adventure. He wanted to match the excitement of his Big Springs, Nebraska, holdup, and he longed to ride away with a similarly impressive amount of loot. To Sam Bass, train robbery was certainly easier and more lucrative than farming and ranching, and it provided for greater excitement. Convinced that he could outsmart and elude pursuit by area lawmen with little difficulty, the outlaw wasted no time in planning another holdup.


  Bass determined that the chances for success were greater by conducting the robberies at small-town train stations. There would be fewer witnesses, the stations were generally manned by only one employee at a time, and law enforcement was negligible to nonexistent. Since robbing trains was unheard of in Texas until the incident with the Union Pacific train at Allen less than a month earlier, Bass knew well that lawmen were unprepared for such events and unpracticed in pursuit. After familiarizing himself with potential targets and train schedules, Bass decided to pull his next job at Hutchins, a tiny community ten miles southeast of Dallas.


  According to information gleaned by Bass, the Houston and Texas Central Railroad’s No. 4 train would arrive at the Hutchins station at 10:00 p.m. on March 18, 1878. Following the procedure established during the Big Springs robbery as well as the recent heist in Allen, Bass and his gang burst into the Hutchins station with guns drawn. The surprised and frightened stationmaster was tied up and placed in a closet. Minutes before the train arrived, the outlaws assembled on the depot loading platform.


  After the H&TC No. 4 pulled to a stop at around 10:00 p.m., Bass led his companions to the locomotive and climbed into the cab. At gunpoint he and Frank Jackson ordered the engineer and fireman to raise their hands and step out onto the dock. As Bass busied himself questioning the engineer about what sort of monies were being transported in the express car, Texas Express Company agent Heck Thomas opened the car door and stepped down to the ground. He was joined by the mail car clerk, a man named Terrell. As the two men engaged in conversation, they looked up and spotted the engineer and fireman with raised hands and immediately deduced that a robbery was underway. Scrambling back into the express car, Thomas began collecting the canvas bags containing money and searching for a suitable hiding place. In the end, he crammed the bags, containing $4,000, into the large potbellied stove and stovepipe. Terrell raced to the nearby mail car and did his best to hide what he determined were valuable shipments.
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  Moments later, Bass and his gang arrived at the express car and instructed Thomas to hand over the money bags. Thomas resisted, shots were fired, and the agent sustained bullet wounds to the face and neck.


  During the confrontation at the express car, the train conductor, accompanied by the brakeman, ran through the passenger coaches warning of the robbery taking place and enlisting help from any of the male passengers who were armed. Several men gathered at the coach windows, lowered them, and began firing at the outlaws standing outside the express car, forcing them to take shelter.


  Frustrated, Bass threatened to shoot the fireman if Thomas did not turn over the money. The agent surrendered and complied, handing over to Bass an amount of money that he had earlier set aside from the larger bags of cash. With a portion of the loot in hand and no indication that they would acquire any more, Bass and his gang, still being harassed by the shooting from the passengers, decided to forego an attempt on the mail car and beat a hasty retreat. Making their way back to the horses, they mounted up and rode away.


  Bass led his men eastward. A posse of several volunteers was quickly put together and set off in pursuit of the outlaws. After riding hard for two miles, Bass and his gang arrived at the banks of the Trinity River. Without pausing, they turned north and headed for the Cove Hollow hideout in Denton County. The posse tracked the gang to the river but lost their trail a short time later. Following a fruitless effort to pick it back up, they decided to return to Hutchins.


  Sam Bass was frustrated and disappointed with the haul from the H&TC No. 4 train. It amounted to far less than the take from the Allen train robbery. Most estimates suggest that the gang made off with only $500, but one report placed the amount at a mere $89.


  Rather than linger on this discouraging development, Bass regarded the botched Hutchins train robbery as a fluke, the result of bad luck and no fault of his own. More than ever, he was convinced that robbing trains was the quickest and easiest path to wealth, and he began making plans to undertake another holdup as soon as possible. He set his sights on Eagle Ford, Texas.


  • • •


  Addendum: Texas Express company agent Heck Thomas later became a significant western personality and ended up with a career in law enforcement. Having fought for the South during the Civil War, Thomas migrated west, settling in Texas, where he found work with the railroads. In time, he became a US deputy marshal stationed at Fort Smith, Arkansas, serving under US district judge Isaac C. Parker, the notorious “hanging judge.” Working with other lawmen such as Bill Tilghman and Chris Madsen, Thomas has been largely credited with bringing law and order to Indian Territory, later Oklahoma. Thomas gained fame as an effective man hunter. In 1896, he tracked down and killed the notorious outlaw and train robber Bill Doolin.
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