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   INTRODUCTION


   LEGEND, LORE, MYSTERY, ROMANCE, AND EVEN MURDER. THESE ARE only a few of the many controversies surrounding the life of Josephine Bassett McKnight Ranney Williams Wells Morris. Raised in the legendary outlaw area of Brown’s Hole, located in the extreme northwest corner of Colorado, Josie created her own legend at an early age. Josie often told of her summer romance with Butch Cassidy, who spent time as a ranch hand at the Bassett ranch before forming America’s most well-known outlaw gang, the Wild Bunch. Over the years a few writers have written that Josie believed Cassidy returned from South America; one even describes her meeting once with Cassidy following his purported return. However, these writers do not cite their sources. Josie agreed to two taped interviews, conducted by Murl Messersmith on July 18, 1960, and on July 6, 1961. In these interviews, archived at the Dinosaur National Monument in Jensen, Utah, Josie mentions Cassidy quite often and eludes to his demise.


   The petite pioneer woman witnessed many criminal incidents and even murder during her years in Browns Park. Josie described in detail the hanging of John Jack “Judge” Bennett from the gate post of the Bassett ranch. Josie also recounts the murder of Valentine S. Hoy. This occurred during the manhunt for outlaws Harry Tracy and David Lant, the posse of which Josie’s first husband, James “Jim” McKnight, was a member.


   Murder shocked the residents of Browns Park in 1900. In a culmination of the cattle wars in the area, Madison Matthew “Matt” Rash, the fiancé of Josie’s sister, Ann, was murdered at his cabin. A few months later Isom Dart, the Bassetts’ ranch hand, was shot to death at his cabin on Cold Spring Mountain. Josie was among the group that buried Dart near his cabin. Josie vividly recounts the time and describes a stranger present at the event, James Hicks, as suspicious and untrustworthy. Hicks would later be proven to be none other than Tom Horn, a killer hired by the cattle barons of Browns Park. Over the course of several years, Josie married five times; two of the marriages occurred within a six-month period. When her fourth husband, Emerson “Nig” Wells, died on New Year’s Eve in 1912, Josie was accused of murder by an old Browns Park nemesis. Although the authorities ruled the death a result of natural causes, rumors followed Josie for years. Josie would later remark, “I drove my first husband, Jim McKnight, out of the house at the point of a gun and told him never to come back. Let’s just say that some men are harder to get rid of than others.”
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This rugged, tough-as-nails, small-statured lady moved to a new homestead on Cub Creek in Utah, where she would struggle to survive for the next fifty years. During this time, Josie became one of the most noted frontier women in the region, gaining a reputation as one of the toughest in the West. When accused of cattle rustling, Josie hired the best lawyer and fought the charges. After two trials, the sixty-two-year-old lady was acquitted of the charges.


An exposé on Josie was featured in the January 5, 1948 issue of Life magazine. The article garnered much attention, and reporters flocked to Cub Creek to get Josie’s story. She nearly always refused. When Murl Messersmith, of Dinosaur National Monument, visited Josie at Cub Creek on July 18, 1960, and July 6, 1961, Josie agreed to be interviewed. Through years of research and with these interviews, Josie’s story in her own words was finally told.







   CHAPTER ONE


   The Formidable Years


   WHEN YOUNG JOSEPHINE BASSETT ARRIVED WITH HER PARENTS IN Brown’s Hole, a legendary outlaw hideout, she had no idea that one day she would become a legend in her own right.


   The Bassett family was one of the earliest families to settle in Colorado’s infamous extreme-northwestern region. Samuel Bassett and Anna Marie Scott had met in Brownville, Jefferson County, New York, and married there in January 1832. On July 31, 1834, Anna Marie gave birth to their first child, Amos Herbert. Samuel Clark Bassett II followed two years later, on June 27, 1836. The family moved to Menard County, Illinois, where the elder Bassett engaged in farming. After completing his formal education, teenage Sam left the family farm, heading west for adventure and opportunity, while Amos Herbert, known as Herb, stayed on the farm, continued his education, graduated from college, and became a teacher in the local community.


   When the Civil War broke out, twenty-eight-year-old Herb Bassett volunteered for the Union Army. He was mustered in as a private on August 14, 1862, at Athens, Illinois. He was assigned to serve in Company K of the 106th Regiment of “Lincoln’s Brigade.” A musician, Bassett joined the regiment’s band with the official title of “Drummer.” In 1863, barely a year into his service, Bassett fell ill. His Army records indicate the illness only as a “debility.” He was sent home for a month of rest and rehabilitation. He later returned to his regiment, in which he served admirably throughout the war.


   Following the war, Major Amos Herbert Bassett was honorably discharged on July 12, 1865, at Pine Bluff, Arkansas. With his background as an educator, Bassett gained government employment, serving as collector of revenue at the port of Norfolk, Virginia. Through his government work, Bassett met and became friends with many influential people, including Judge Crawford Miller, an esteemed judge in the Virginia district.


   A few years later, Bassett asked Judge Miller for permission to court his granddaughter, the lovely and vivacious Mary Eliza Chamberlain Miller. Along with her sister Hannah, Mary Eliza had been orphaned when she was young. The sisters were living with their maternal grandparents when Mary Eliza met Bassett.


   Not long after the courtship began, Bassett was transferred back to Arkansas, where he continued his employment as collector of revenue. He later became clerk of the district court at Little Rock. However, Bassett’s courtship with Elizabeth, as she was known, continued from a distance. The pair married in Hot Springs, Arkansas, on September 21, 1871. The groom was thirty-seven years old and the bride had just turned sixteen.


   It was a marriage of opposites. While both Herb and Elizabeth were well educated, their personalities were very different. Herb was a quiet, reserved, and unassuming man, while Elizabeth was charming, outgoing, and personable, though known to have quite a temper when provoked.


   After their marriage, the newlyweds lived in Hot Springs, where Herb served as clerk of the court. Three years later Elizabeth gave birth to their first child, Josephine, on January 17, 1874. A son, Samuel, named for Herb’s father and brother, was born two years later. Shortly after Samuel was born, Herb’s health began to suffer. He later described his ailment in an application for an Army pension:



   Was treated in Arkansas 20 years ago for liver and heart trouble—had chills and fever frequently for several years after the war over—was treated by Dr. Henry C. Baker who stated that my liver was in very bad condition—that the chills and fever that I had were very hard to control. While he was treating me I had a very hard chill which threatened congestion and he advised me to leave there at once. I sold out and came here [to Brown’s Hole] in April 1878.




   Due to his poor health, and after years of coaxing by his brother Sam, Herb finally agreed to relocate to Brown’s Hole. High-spirited and adventurous Elizabeth supported her husband’s decision with great enthusiasm.


   Josephine Bassett was just four years old when her parents settled the family in Brown’s Hole, Colorado, an area spanning the borders of Utah, Wyoming, and Colorado. Years later, Josie, as everyone called her, spoke of the journey:



   I don’t know how many days we were in coming—I just barely can remember it. I was four years old. They had a team of oxen, and wasn’t I afraid of those oxen! Oh! But I rode with them—I rode with Uncle Sam Bassett and his oxen all the way. But when I was on the ground I wasn’t with them, I was someplace else. We landed in Green River City. You see, there was no roads to Browns Park [Hole] from Rock Springs at the time. We come over the mountains to Green River City to Browns Park [Hole] with teams and wagons. One team was oxen, two steers. I’ll never forget it in the world. I loved those cattle, but when they were unhitched, I was afraid of them. I would run and get upon that wagon and ride with the steers every time, you know I was terribly scared.




   Sam Bassett, Josie’s uncle, was a former scout along the Overland Trail. He later served as a scout with Union general Nelson Miles during the Civil War. Following the war, Bassett returned to the area of Brown’s Hole, where he filed on a homestead and became one of the area’s earliest pioneer settlers. During his travels westward Bassett kept a journal, only a few pages of which survive. The following journal quotation was included in the memoirs of Ann Bassett, Josie’s younger sister:



   Brown’s Hole, November, the month of Thanksgiving, 1852. Louis [Simmons] and I “down in.” Packs off. Mules in lush cured meadow. Spanish Joe’s trail for travel could be likened to an “up-state” high lane for coach-and-four. Mountains to the left of us, not in formation but highly mineralized. To the South, a range in uncontested beauty of contour, its great stone mouth drinking a river. Called on neighbors lest we jeopardize our social standing. Chief Catump, and his tribe of Utes. Male and female he created them. And Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed so fine. Beads, bones, quills, and feathers of artistic design. Buckskins tanned in exquisite coloring of amazing hues, resembling velvets of finest texture. Bows and arrows. “Let there be no strife between me and thee.”




   Josie Bassett later recalled the family’s arrival in Brown’s Hole:



   My father and my mother and my brother Sam, he was two years younger than I, and an old man by the name of Dr. Parsons [arrived.] He’s buried in Browns Park. He had the cattle you know, and of course we had to bring our household, we just needed and had to have, our bedding and grub. A hundred miles is a long ways at that time’s transportation, yes it was. I thought we would never get there. Well I was terribly, terribly taken with it [the area]. I thought it was the most beautiful place I ever saw. All the hills and cattle and people on horseback. I had never been used to that. And I was quite a hand to pry into everything, what was that for, what was this for, where does this go, where did it come from? There were only a few people there, and we were the only children, two of us. My sister Ann was born in May after we got there in March.




   Ann Bassett later commented on her mother’s reaction to the area: “Later when my mother glimpsed the richly green, natural meadows, and the groves of stately, wide-branched cottonwoods, she was reminded of a beautiful park in the eastern land where she was born. At once she rechristened the lovely valley, ‘Browns Park.’” Elizabeth would later play an instrumental role in the 1881 renaming of Brown’s Hole to Browns Park. The Bassett family initially stayed with Herb’s brother Sam, as Elizabeth was in the final trimester of her pregnancy with the couple’s third child. Josie described her uncle’s cabin as “a funny little old log cabin with two rooms, no floors and no windows.” Josie’s little sister, Anna Marie, known as Ann, was born in this cabin on May 12, 1878. Josie later commented on the birth:



   My sister Ann was born in May after we got there [to] Brown’s Hole] in March. She was born May 12. And I tell you, my sister was a curiosity; a baby in Browns Park. Old trappers and old mountaineers of all kinds came to see the baby. Well then, we decided to stay there. We didn’t know if we lived in Utah, Wyoming or Colorado, no survey yet.




   With the help of his brother Sam, Herb Bassett built a small, five-room, single-story log home for his growing family. Herb was a man out of place in the
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