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Prologue  
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''At least two-hundred men have been killed in Lincoln County during the past three years, but I did not kill all of them.''  

– Henry McCarty, alias Kid Antrim, alias William Bonney, alias Billy the Kid




The Town of Lincoln, New Mexico Territory 

April 1, 1878

The blue-eyed teenager they called “Billy the Kid” crouched behind a rough adobe wall. Bright morning sun warmed his slim shoulders. 

Six other young men hunkered down alongside him. All were ready, pistols drawn. “Regulators” they called themselves, these ragtag cowboys working for the Tunstall faction in this rich man’s fight for economic domination of southeastern New Mexico. 

The sun rose higher in the cloudless sky. A scrub jay squawked from a distant canyon. Waiting was always the hardest part.

At last, Lincoln County Sheriff William Brady and his deputies emerged from a distant building. The anxious young cowhands—hired as much for their skill with firearms as their knowledge of cattle—stayed low . . . watching. The lawmen, all allied with the opposing Murphy-Dolan faction, walked slowly toward them down the middle of Lincoln’s dusty street. 

Sheriff Brady glanced around warily. Two six-guns at his belt and the Winchester clutched in his left hand gave him a measure of confidence, but he knew that danger always lurked nearby during this bloody struggle they called the Lincoln County War.

Closer and closer the lawmen came. At last, the moment arrived. Crack after crack of gunfire shattered the morning stillness. Silently, Sheriff Brady crumpled into the dust. A deputy fell not far off. 

Two more dead in Lincoln County.

~   ~   ~
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The Mescalero Apache Reservation, near Lincoln 

April 4, 1878

“Look!” called out posse leader Dick Brewer. “Here comes ‘Buckshot’ Roberts!”

Startled, several young Regulators glanced up from their midday meal at Blazer’s Mill, there in the middle of the reservation. Who should be riding toward the cluster of buildings but an accused murderer from the enemy Murphy-Dolan faction!  The very man hunted by these determined cowhands—several of them fresh from that business in Lincoln three days earlier but now riding with a posse, deputized by county officials sympathetic to their faction! 

An older Regulator went out to talk to the equally surprised Roberts. Would he surrender without a fight? No dice. He knew exactly what had happened to the last two Murphy-Dolan men who surrendered to that posse.

More cowboys came out of the building. They walked toward the two men. Alarmed by their approach, Roberts jerked his Winchester to his shoulder and took quick aim. A small dark-haired man in the advancing group did the same. The two fired simultaneously, but Roberts’ bullet glanced off the cowboy’s belt buckle. The cowboy’s bullet caught the unlucky fugitive in the stomach.

Hardly fazed, Roberts continued firing. Before the scrambling possemen could reach safety, one fell seriously wounded. Another lost his trigger finger to a stray shot. A third felt a bullet graze his leg.

When Roberts’ rifle clicked empty, the daring blue-eyed teenager jumped from cover and charged him, only to be knocked senseless by a blow from the fugitive’s rifle barrel. 

Roberts, now bleeding and desperate, backed into a nearby building. He barricaded himself inside and continued firing sporadically with an old Springfield rifle he found there. 

Out in the yard, posse leader Dick Brewer peeked over a sheltering woodpile to gauge the situation. He fell back dead with a bullet through the eye. 

The daring teen, recovering from his cold-cocking, took charge. He herded his companions to their horses away from Roberts’ deadly gunfire, then led them off, leaving their leader’s body lifeless on the ground and “Buckshot” Roberts to die a slow and painful death.

Locals buried Brewer and Roberts side by side on a hill overlooking the mill—and the Lincoln County War continued.

Please Note

Many quotations included in this work contain ideas and language offensive to today’s sensibilities. They do not reflect the beliefs of the author or publisher but are included, un-censored, to convey the ethos of the era. 

Some of the newspaper articles and other quotations included in this book have been broken into multiple paragraphs to improve readability. Original spelling, grammar, and punctuation have been retained.
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Part I.

Billy Starts for Santa Fe—Again
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Chapter 1. 

The Capture 
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Hot pursuit across a frigid plain

New Mexico Territory, December 1880

The notorious outlaw Billy the Kid was dead! 

So proclaimed the Optic, a respected newspaper in the small, northern New Mexico town of Las Vegas.

Why then—as sleet and snow, icy winds and plunging temperatures moved onto eastern New Mexico’s high plains—was tough, lanky Pat Garrett, Sheriff-elect of southern New Mexico’s Lincoln County, mounting a posse to head out into the polar conditions on those vast, treeless stretches? 

Why was he deputizing his eager neighbors to track down that small-time cattle rustler?

And why was Frank Stewart, recently hired as a cattle detective by the Texas Panhandle Cattlemen’s Association, urging his motley crew of cowboys to join Garrett’s hunt?

The Daily New Mexican from long ago in nearby Santa Fe offers us an answer. In a brief dispatch from Las Vegas, which also reflects the competition raging there between that town’s two newspapers, the Santa Fe daily explained:


The Las Vegas Optic says that Billy the Kid, Dave Rudabaugh and Billy Wilson were killed in a fight with officers which statement the Gazette denies. (Daily New Mexican, henceforth abbreviated “DNM,” December 16, 1880)




So maybe Billy the Kid wasn’t dead. But even if the Gazette got it right and the young desperado still lived, why would a posse challenge the bone-chilling cold and blinding snow of a bitter high plains winter? 

Another notice in the same issue gives us that answer as well: 

BILLY THE KID

$500 REWARD 


I will pay $500 reward to any person or persons who will capture William Bonny, alias The Kid, and deliver him to any sheriff in New Mexico. Satisfactory proofs of identity will be required.

LEW. WALLACE,

Governor of New Mexico




A major incentive, no doubt. That reward would be worth $12,000 in 2019 currency. 

And so, thirty-year-old Sheriff-elect Pat Garrett had organized his Lincoln County neighbors. Twenty-eight-year-old Frank Stewart had recruited his Panhandle posse. Together, they converged on twenty-year-old Billy’s current favorite hangout: Fort Sumner, a small town huddled on those frigid high plains of eastern New Mexico, 200 miles south of Las Vegas. There, they hoped to capture—or kill—the most storied lawbreaker in all New Mexico Territory, and thus to claim that tantalizing reward for themselves.

Young Henry McCarty, now called Billy the Kid or sometimes Kid Antrim, had made his name famous—or at least, had made another of his aliases, “William Bonney,” famous—during the late 1870s in southern New Mexico’s fierce Lincoln County War. Along with scores of other out-of-work cowpunchers, small-time rustlers, and hard-up drifters—all handy with a Colt .45 or a Winchester rifle—the homeless teenager had signed on with the Tunstall-McSween-Chisum faction in this battle for economic control of southeastern New Mexico. 

Quick-witted and personable, the orphaned young cowhand had found a home with his new employers. Now he dedicated himself to accomplishing their goals. Sometimes he rode as a deputized lawman, sometimes as a pursued outlaw. In the service of John Tunstall, Alexander McSween, and John Chisum, Billy hunted down murderers, stole horses, rustled cattle, survived a deadly five-day siege, and, from ambush one warm April morning, helped put more than a dozen bullets into Lincoln County Sheriff William Brady. 

When Lincoln County’s three years of brutal bloodshed finally drew to a close, the slender beardless youth with the cheerful disposition and the charming manners had acquired a widespread reputation for daring deeds and cunning escapes, along with two new murder indictments—one for killing Sheriff Brady and one for killing “Buckshot” Roberts—to go with an old one from Arizona Territory. 

He had also gained a host of welcoming admirers, especially among the local Hispanic population. They prized his boyish charm as well as his stunning audacity. “He had the face of an angel, the soft voice of a woman, and the mild blue eyes of a poet,” one elderly gentleman later told a biographer. Billy’s fluent Spanish, his pleasing courtesies, and his love of local culture won him countless friends in adobe haciendas and scattered sheep camps of Lincoln County’s Hispanic residents. 

Recent Anglo settlers—whites who had come to the Territory from “back in the States”—called themselves “Americans” and referred to these locals as “Mexicans,” because many had once been Mexican citizens. But these “Mexicans” hadn’t immigrated to the United States. They hadn’t moved at all. National boundaries had. 

The United States annexed Mexico’s northern province of Nuevo México in 1848 during the Mexican-American War. Those newly acquired Mexican lands soon became New Mexico Territory and its residents automatically became United States citizens. Newcomer Anglo settlers continued to refer to these earlier residents, and to all Hispanics, as Mexicans though. 

In addition to Billy’s Hispanic friends, many Anglos also admired the wiry young desperado. Two prominent Lincoln County “Americans” later praised him to biographers. George Barber, a successful local attorney, recalled:


He was a mere boy in appearance, always gay, jovial and high spirited; but in an emergency he always stood out as a leader, quick, resolute, and firm. (Otero, 1936, p 112)




Susan McSween, the “Cattle Queen of New Mexico” and widow of one of the Lincoln County War faction leaders, believed:


Billy was not half as bad as his enemies, who were determined to kill him. He was neither a bad man or a murderer and did not kill wantonly, most of those he shot richly deserved it. (Simmons, 1990, p 64)




Billy even earned Pat Garrett’s respect, as that lawman indicated when he wrote in his book, The Authentic Life of Billy, the Kid, the first of many biographies of the outlaw:


Wherever a bold heart, cool judgment, skillful hand, or reckless spirit was required in the interests of his faction, the Kid was in the van.




Frank Coe, one of Billy’s companions in his Lincoln County days, told another biographer:


I never enjoyed better company. He was humorous and told me many amusing stories. He always found a touch of humor in everything, being naturally full of fun and jollity. Though he was serious in emergencies, his humor was often apparent even in such situations. 

He drank very little and smoked in moderation. His disposition was remarkably kind; he rarely thought of his own comfort first. He was always solicitous of the comfort of others. He resented an unkind word or slighting remark about a woman or young girl. (Otero, 1936, p 149) 




Not all admired Billy or excused his actions, though. Albert Hyde, an Eastern writer who came to know Billy and to document many of his exploits, wrote:


Billy the Kid ... was utterly reckless, relentless, and cruel. He was as quick as lightning with a revolver and a dead shot.... 

His remarkable career developed only one chivalrous or generous impulse. For some inscrutable reason he gave liberally to the poor out of his murderous levies and consequently many grateful blessings followed the little fiend as he rode from the doors of squalor, poverty, and distress. 

He had no other redeeming quality, unless his attachment to a Mexican girl could be so considered. His pastime, his greatest amusement and delight, was the taking of a human life. (Hyde, p 698)



Hyde also viewed Billy’s companions with revulsion:


He was supported by as desperate a gang of killers and thieves as were ever recorded in the annals of crime.... The deeds of murder, robbery, and fiendish deviltry accredited to Billy and his gang would fill a volume. (Hyde, p 698)




Over his Lincoln County years, Billy also acquired powerful enemies in New Mexico’s capital of Santa Fe and elsewhere around the Territory. Their animosity would soon come to play a formidable role in the young outlaw’s life. 

As the Lincoln County War began winding down in the late 1870s, Billy and several other Regulators from the Tunstall-McSween-Chisum gang of gunfighters began looking for a safer, more peaceful life. They headed east to New Mexico’s all-but-empty high plains, a place described by some folks as miles and miles of nothing but miles and miles. 

The battle-weary Regulators took up residence in the small settlement around Fort Sumner, a former army outpost in the Pecos River Valley. Thirty-year-old Pete Maxwell owned the decommissioned fort and operated it as a cattle ranch. He had inherited it from his father, early New Mexico pioneer Lucien Maxwell. The older Maxwell had once acquired and given his name to the enormous Maxwell Land Grant in northern New Mexico, then sold it for more than one million 1870 dollars and moved his family to Fort Sumner. 

By 1878, a small town and a cluster of ranches had begun to grow up around Pete Maxwell’s holdings at the old fort. When the former Regulators arrived from Lincoln County, one of them, Charlie Bowdre, a small, dark-haired thirty-year-old who cultivated a sparse mustache, found work on the nearby Yarby ranch. Billy helped Bowdre and “Doc” Scurlock, another former Regulator, move their devoted Hispanic wives from the small mountain town of Lincoln to the even smaller high plains community at Fort Sumner. 

There, good-natured Billy once again began making friends among Anglos and Hispanics alike, especially among young ladies. Pete Maxwell’s teenaged sister, Paulita, numbered herself among his many sweethearts. She later told biographer Walter Noble Burns:


Billy, I may tell you, fascinated many women.... 

In every placita in the Pecos some little señorita was proud to be known as his querida.... 

Billy the Kid cut quite a gallant figure at [Fort Sumner dances]. He was not handsome but he had a certain boyish good looks. He was always smiling and good-natured and very polite and danced remarkably well, and the little Mexican beauties made eyes at him from behind their fans.... (Burns, p 185)



Ambition as well as youthful energy burned in Billy’s own bright blue eyes. He earned a meager living in local saloons playing poker and dealing four-card monte—the popular Mexican card game, not the New York street hustle—but the charming, light-haired young man cherished other dreams. He soon set up his own small-time livestock operation with the help of former-Regulator friends. 

Their enterprise ranged over several hundred miles—from Lincoln, Tularosa, and the gold-mining boomtown of White Oaks in the forested mountains west of Fort Sumner, east across the treeless high plains, past Los Portales near the Texas border, to the rowdy cow town of Tascosa on the Canadian River in the Texas Panhandle. 

Billy and his friends acquired cattle or horses in one location, usually from a large rancher like Billy’s former employer John Chisum, “The Cattle King of the Pecos.” They then drove the animals to another part of the Territory and sold them to smaller ranchers or government suppliers. A hard life, but one they enjoyed—the life they sought for themselves.

Unfortunately, Billy’s methods of acquiring livestock, although not unusual in New Mexico during that era, were not sanctioned by the law. According to writer Joel Jacobsen, “While Chisum’s operation was the biggest industry in Lincoln County, rustling from Chisum was the second biggest.” 

Even though Billy’s venture proved lucrative, his old Regulator buddies began to drift away, one by one, over the next two years. By the spring of 1880, only Charlie Bowdre and Tom O’Folliard remained. 

Of all the former Regulators, husky, fair-haired Tom was probably Billy’s closest friend. He had grown up in Uvalde, Texas, raised by his grandmother and a Texas Ranger uncle after his parents died of smallpox. In spite of his caring family, the lure of action drew the boy to Lincoln County. He joined the Regulators in June of 1878 at the age of nineteen. Over six feet tall, the 200-pound Texan “with large hands and feet” towered over small, slender Billy. However, the two teens, close in age, took an immediate liking to each other. 

Those sympathetic to O’Folliard, like Susan McSween, called him “a good-natured, rollicking boy, always singing and full of fun” with “a gentle and kindly disposition.” Others, like Garrett, described him as “bold and unscrupulous.” Whatever his nature, the clean-shaven, baby-faced youngster “attached himself to Billy almost as a faithful dog follows a master,” according to Billy’s biographer Frazier Hunt.

Over the turbulent years in Lincoln County, Tom and Billy fought many battles together. Alongside several other Regulators, they even held off gunmen of the opposing Murphy-Dolan faction for five days from inside the elegant adobe home of their own faction leader, Alexander McSween. Fire finally forced them to flee amid a storm of bullets that killed several of their number, including McSween. 

Billy could always depend on Tom. He knew that his quiet, loyal friend would wait holding his horse half the night outside one ranch house or another around Fort Sumner while he courted a local señorita inside. Tom never deserted his friend, even when his uncle’s Texas Ranger friends rode over from Uvalde to plead with him to return home to his aging grandmother. As Pat Garrett wrote, the burly young blond “followed the fortunes of the Kid from the day they first met, literally to the death.” 

Billy had known Charlie Bowdre even longer than he had known Tom. Before the young blond bear of a Texan arrived in Lincoln County, Billy and the older man had ridden together on two different posses. Together, they pursued—and dispatched—men who murdered their employer, John Tunstall. If Pat Garrett—or Garrett’s ghostwriter, Ash Upson, a man who never let truth stand in the way of a good story—can be believed, Billy even saved Charlie’s life once in a daring rescue after Bowdre was captured by one of the leaders of the Murphy-Dolan faction. 

In Fort Sumner, the Kid sometimes stayed with Charlie and his wife, Manuela. He was living there in mid-June 1880 when Lorenzo Labadie, a former Indian Agent and current Federal Census Taker, came calling. 

Billy was likely just twenty years old by that time. Nevertheless, whoever happened to be home that day told the government man that he was twenty-five, and that he and both his parents had been born in Missouri, although modern historians mostly agree that he was probably born in New York City of an Irish immigrant mother. Census Taker Labadie recorded the occupation of “Wm. Bonny” as the wonderfully ambiguous “work in cattle.” 

Labadie recorded Charles Bowdre as thirty-two years old and born in Mississippi, as were both his parents. Charlie also engaged in “work in cattle.” He listed Manuela Bowdre, born in New Mexico, as were her parents, as twenty-five, the same as Billy, and as “keeping house.” 

Even though Charlie and Billy had survived earlier dangerous ventures together, by the fall of 1880 the older man was starting to have second thoughts about his outlaw lifestyle. Maybe the reckless life appealed less to him now than it had in his younger years. Perhaps Manuela had grown tired of worrying about her husband’s risky activities. For whatever reason, Charlie began to make discreet inquiries into what he might expect if he turned himself in and “went straight.”

What kept Charlie working with Billy and his gang at all? Perhaps the extra money attracted him. Maybe he felt some obligation to his young friend for having saved his life, or because of their long years of friendship. For whatever reason, in spite of his concerns, Charlie continued to take a hand in Billy’s illicit activities.

Even though Billy’s small-time rustling operation constituted only a minor irritation to large ranchers in the Territory, that irritation was constant. Powerful southern New Mexico ranchers began growing tired of the annoyance. Soon, they added their voices to calls from Billy’s enemies in the Santa Fe Ring—the corrupt coalition of businessmen and politicians that had backed the Murphy-Dolan faction in the Lincoln County War—to “do something” about the young outlaw. After all, he still had those outstanding murder warrants hanging over his head . . . 

Finally, Governor Wallace bowed to public pressure and acted. He issued the reward notice. Five hundred dollars.

So now, even though icy December winds whistled across the high plains and crusty snow crunched underfoot, Pat Garrett knew his duty. Those wealthy ranchers had gotten him elected sheriff for one reason only: to deal with that one specific annoying rustler. Garrett was determined to track down Billy and his gang. The weather be damned! 

At Fort Sumner

When Sherriff-elect Pat Garrett—also a Deputy United States Marshal—and Cattleman’s Association Detective Frank Stewart arrived at Fort Sumner with their party amid heavy new snow on December 18th, disappointing news met them.  Billy the Kid and his gang had ridden out just the night before. 

Although rumored to number more than twenty men, Billy’s gang actually included only himself and five others at that time. In addition to Charlie Bowdre and Tom O’Folliard, three career criminals had joined up during the previous few months. 

All three new recruits had come most recently from Las Vegas, New Mexico, and before that from Kansas. Opportunities had been ripe for such men in Las Vegas, both in the old settlement, long a stop on the Santa Fe Trail, and in the adjacent New Town that sprung up one mile to the east around the train depot after the railroad arrived. 

When Las Vegas grew too hot to hold the three, they headed south to join young Billy and his gang. This notice, printed in the Las Vegas Optic on April 8, 1880, may have encouraged their move:

TO MURDERERS, CONFIDENCE MEN, THIEVES:


The citizens of Las Vegas have tired of robbery, murder, and other crimes that have made this town a byword in every civilized community. They have resolved to put a stop to crime, if in attaining that end they have to forget the law and resort to a speedier justice than it will afford. 

All such characters are therefore, hereby notified, that they must either leave this town or conform themselves to the requirements of law, or they will be summarily dealt with. 

The flow of blood must and shall be stopped in this community, and the good citizens of both the old and new towns have determined to stop it, if they have to HANG by the strong arm of FORCE every violator of the law in this country. 


Vigilantes

Of the three new gang members, David Rudabaugh, a 26-year-old former Arkansan, qualified as the most hardened criminal. Stocky but athletic, Rudabaugh had a thick mop of dark hair that spilled down his wide forehead toward a prominent brow. A full moustache drooped below the corners of his thin lips. He often let a shaggy beard cover his square jaw, especially when away from civilization. A Denver reporter of the day described the stout, 5’ 9” outlaw as having hazel eyes but Eastern writer, Albert Hyde, called his eyes cold and gray.

Later known as “Dirty Dave” due to his habits of hygiene and dress as much as for his despicable behavior, he had reportedly not bathed since a cattle drive in Kansas years earlier. 

Rudabaugh’s history of crimes included stagecoach holdups, train robberies, intimidation, and murder, but somewhat like Billy, he could also be suave and “very gentlemanly in his deportment,” according to the Denver reporter. 

The other two new gang members, both lesser miscreants, had known Rudabaugh in Kansas and, like him, had moved on to Las Vegas and eventually to Fort Sumner. The elder, twenty-four-year-old Tom Pickett came from a respected Texas family. A powerfully built six-footer, he was a former Texas Ranger. Although Pickett had earlier done a little rustling, he was said to be just a “tinhorn gambler” and “more an imitation bad-man than the real article,” according to writer Frazier Hunt. 

The other newcomer, Billy Wilson, now the youngest gang member at nineteen, was a medium-sized, sandy-haired cowboy with a serious disposition, quiet, “dapper, and rather precise” according to Hunt. Although his early history is murky, the teen probably met “Dirty Dave” in Dodge City and followed him to Las Vegas and Fort Sumner but soon continued on west to the gold-mining boomtown of White Oaks in the mountains near Lincoln. This settlement had grown from nonexistent to having nearly one thousand inhabitants over the previous year. 

White Oaks appeared to be a perfect spot for an enterprising young man of flexible morals, “a sort of rendezvous for tough characters” according to John Poe, one of Pat Garrett’s deputies. There, Wilson got involved with counterfeit money and other questionable activities, but by late 1880 he had returned to Fort Sumner to join Billy the Kid’s cattle operation. 

Such were the men whom Billy led that December. That this group of outlaws, so diverse in ages and backgrounds, could view the twenty-year-old as their leader testifies forcefully to the Kid’s intelligence, daring, and charisma.

Now, on the frigid Saturday night of December 18, 1880, while Pat Garrett, Frank Stewart, and their combined posses rested in Fort Sumner, Billy and his gang were sleeping at the Wilcox ranch, about ten miles to the east. There, Iowa-born Thomas Wilcox and his partner Manuel Brazil, an immigrant from the Azores, operated a waystation for travelers. A tasty meal and a warm bed sure felt good when freezing winds howled so loudly outside—or were those hungry coyotes?

The next morning, a friend stopped by the Wilcox place to let Billy know that Garrett was in Fort Sumner. Billy immediately sent a boy from the ranch into town to gather information.

Pat Garrett knew the Fort Sumner area well. A former cowpuncher on Pete Maxwell’s ranch, and by most accounts, an occasional small-time rustler himself, Garrett had also tended bar in Beaver Smith’s Fort Sumner saloon. 

While he and Billy had never been close, they had certainly encountered each other around those parts. Garrett may even have ridden with Billy’s gang briefly. Some say Billy attended the January 14, 1880 double wedding of Garrett and Barney Mason, another former member of Billy’s gang, when the two cowboys married two local Hispanic women.

Pat Garrett also knew the families in the area. So, when he spotted the boy from the Wilcox ranch in town, he recognized him on sight. The lawman immediately suspected who had sent him, and why. 

Yes, Billy had dispatched him, the youngster readily admitted. The outlaw had heard Garrett and his party were there and were looking for him. Yes, the boy would carry a message back to Billy. 

Garrett devised a plan to draw the outlaws back to Fort Sumner. He convinced—or perhaps forced—another of Billy’s friends to write a note to the Kid saying that Garrett and his party had all returned to Roswell, eighty miles to the south, and that there was no longer any danger. The boy quickly returned to the ranch with the note for the outlaw leader.

Garrett’s posse had now changed a little in composition from its initial membership. Some of Frank Stewart’s crew had returned home but he and six of the rough characters he brought with him from Texas remained. These included Alonzo “Lon” Chambers, Lee Hall, and Jim East—three of the toughest cowhands from the Panhandle’s LX Ranch. Three other wonderfully monikered men, "Poker Tom" Emory, "Tenderfoot Bob" Williams, and Louis "The Animal" Bousman completed the roster. 

Lon Chambers, “a splendid single-handed talker” according to writer Charlie Siringo, colorfully described most of these Texans—including Frank Stewart—as “riding under a consumed name.” 

Stewart, originally a consumptive New Yorker, had come west at the age of fifteen. He found work as a cowboy in West Texas, and perhaps also supported himself through less aboveboard activities. When he took the cattle detective job with the Cattleman’s Association, he left his birth name of John W. Green behind and assumed his current alias. 

A cattle detective, also called a range detective, was a cross between a quasi-lawman and an out-and-out vigilante. Ranchers hired such men to rid them of troublesome rustlers—or sometimes, homesteaders—by whatever means necessary, no questions asked. Now, Cattle Detective Stewart and his men were hoping for an easy capture and a share of the reward.

While Garrett had lost a few posse members, he also gain several new ones. Barney Mason, former gang member turned snitch, and four other locals including teenaged store clerk Charlie Rudolph, had joined the posse. Young Rudolph came from a prominent family in the community. His father, area rancher Milnor Rudolph, had formerly served as Speaker of the House in New Mexico’s Territorial Legislature. In the future, Pat Garrett would have controversial dealings with the older Rudolph in that man’s capacity as head of a coroner’s jury. 

But for now, there in Fort Sumner, Garrett and his men awaited the outlaw gang’s next move. The sheriff-elect felt certain his ploy of sending misinformation to Billy would work. He prepared for the upcoming encounter, as he described in his biography of Billy the Kid:


I was confident that the gang would be in Fort Sumner that night, and made arrangements to receive them. 

There was an old hospital building on the eastern boundary of the plaza—the direction from which they would come—the wife of Bowdre [now] occupied a room of the building, and I felt sure they would pay their first visit to her. I took my posse there, placed a guard about the house, and awaited the game.




Garrett guessed correctly. About eight o’clock that evening, the steady pulse of hoof beats echoed through the frosty gloom:


Snow was lying on the ground, increasing the light outside.


...


A guard cautiously called from the door: —"Pat, some one is coming!" 

"Get your guns, boys," said I; "None but the men we want are riding this time of night."


... 


The gang were in full sight approaching. In front rode Foliard and Pickett....

They rode up until Foliard's horse's head was under the porch, when I called, "Halt!" 

Foliard reached for his pistol—Chambers and I both fired; his horse wheeled and ran at least one hundred and fifty yards.  



Meanwhile, the commonly accepted characterization of Tom Pickett as an “imitation bad man” proved true:


Quick as possible I fired at Pickett. The flash of Chambers' gun disconcerted my aim, and I missed him; but one would have thought, by the way he ran and yelled, that he had a dozen balls in him. 




The four other riders—Billy, Rudabaugh, Bowdre, and Wilson—“ran like a bunch of wild Nueces steers” and escaped into the intense cold of the night’s icy fog. Billy’s faithful blond friend, young Tom O’Folliard, was not so lucky. The posse’s bullets had found their mark:


When Foliard's horse ran with him, he was uttering cries of mortal agony, and we were convinced that he had received his death. He, however, wheeled his horse and, as he rode slowly back, he said: —"Don't shoot, Garrett. I'm killed." ...

I called to Tom to throw up his hands, that I would give him no chance to kill me. He said he was dying and could not throw up his hands, and begged that we would take him off his horse and let him die as easy as possible. 



Garrett and his men complied with Tom’s request:

Holding our guns down on him we went up, took his gun out of the scabbard, lifted him off his horse, carried him into the house and laid him down, took off his pistol, which was full-cocked, and found that he was shot through the left side, just below the heart, and his coat was cut across the front by a bullet....

After we had laid him down inside, he begged me to kill him, said if I was a friend of his I would put him out of his misery. I told him I was no friend to men of his kind....

He also asked Mason to tell McKinney [a distant relative of his by marriage, who lived back in Roswell] to write to his grandmother in Texas, and inform her of his death. 

Once he exclaimed: —"O! my God, is it possible I must die?" 

I said to him, just before he died: —"Tom, your time is short." 

He answered: —"The sooner the better: I will be out of pain." 




Texas posseman Jim East remembered Tom’s response to Garrett a little differently:


He said: “Ah, go to Hell, you long-legged son of a bitch.” (Nolan, 2007, p 84)




Garrett’s description of the scene concluded with:


He censured no one, but told who were there with him. He died in about three quarters of an hour after he was shot.




Billy’s best friend—large, fair-haired, baby-faced Tom O’Folliard—had truly, in Garrett’s words, “followed the fortunes of the Kid from the day they first met, literally to the death.”

Stinking Springs

After their encounter with Garrett and his posse at Fort Sumner, Billy, Charlie Bowdre, Dave Rudabaugh, and Billy Wilson returned to the Wilcox ranch but remained hidden in the surrounding hills throughout the following day to keep an eye on activities below them. At last, as sunset streaked the western sky, they rode in, satisfied that they were safe. 

Errant Tom Pickett soon rejoined them. Garrett described his actions following the encounter at Fort Sumner, displaying little respect for the “imitation bad-man,” in this seemingly exaggerated account:


Pickett was unhurt [in the attack], but was nearly scared to death. He went howling over the prairie, yelling bloody murder, and was lost until the next night. 

He ran his horse down and then took it on foot, reached Wilcox's ranch about dark the next night, and hid in a hay-stack. He had run his horse full twenty-five miles in a northeast direction, before he gave out, and then walked twelve or fifteen miles to the ranch. 

Here he remained, crouching in fear and trembling in the hay-stack, until he saw his companions ride in from the hill.



Later that same evening, after another highly welcome hot supper, Billy and his gang left the Wilcox ranch. With heavy snow beginning to fall once more, they soon sought refuge from the desperate cold in a deserted stone house—really more of a hut—at Stinking Springs, about four miles farther east. There, they spent a chilly night debating their next move. Should they shift their operation to Texas? Should they split up and go their separate ways? Maybe head for Mexico?

After their encounter with the outlaws, Garrett, Stewart, and their men remained at Fort Sumner. More snow fell. With no trees to block its force, fierce winds shrieked across the high plains, sweeping ridges bare and piling snow into deep drifts in low areas. 

As soon as Billy and his gang left the Wilcox ranch, Wilcox’s partner, Manuel Brazil, set off into town through the swirling snow and frozen darkness, looking for the lawmen to tell them of Billy’s movements. As the night progressed, the sky cleared. Temperatures plunged. Icicles hung from Brazil’s voluminous beard by the time he reached the posse.

Brazil’s news excited Garrett and Stewart. Later that same icy night, they decided to lead their men out into the unrelenting cold once more. Through a bitter wind, they trailed the outlaws eastward, following their tracks in the new-fallen snow now lit by a waning gibbous moon.

Shortly before dawn on December 23rd, Garrett came upon his quarry sequestered in the stone hut. Could he hear their ragged snores mixed with occasional nickering of their mounts? His narrative continued: 


There were three horses tied to projecting rafters of the house, and, knowing that there were five of the gang, and that they were all mounted when they left Wilcox’s, we concluded they had led two horses inside. There was no door; only an opening, where a door had once been....

Shivering with cold, we awaited daylight or a movement from the inmates of the house.




The lawman left no doubts about his intentions as he and his men, wrapped in their blankets, huddled on deep snow that covered the frozen ground:


I had a perfect description of the Kid’s dress, especially his hat. I had told all the posse that, should the Kid make his appearance, it was my intention to kill him, and the rest would surrender. 

The Kid had sworn that he would never yield himself a prisoner, but would die fighting, with a revolver at each ear, and I knew he would keep his word....

Before it was fairly daylight, a man appeared at the entrance with a nose bag in his hand, whom I firmly believed to be the Kid. His size and dress, especially the hat, corresponded with his description exactly. 

I gave the signal by bringing my gun to my shoulder, my men raised, and seven bullets sped on their errand of death. 




Garrett erred in his identification:


Our victim was Charley Bowdre. Turning, he reeled back into the house. In a moment Wilson’s voice was heard. He called to me and said that Bowdre was killed and wanted to come out.... 

Bowdre came out, his pistol still hanging in front of him, but with his hands up. He walked towards our ranks until he recognized me, then came straight to me, motioned with his hand towards the house, and strangling with blood, said:—“I wish—I wish—I wish—”  then, in a whisper:—“I’m dying!” I took hold of him, laid him gently on my blankets, and he died almost immediately.




Billy’s last remaining friend from his Regulator days was gone. But the stand-off at Stinking Springs continued:


Watching every movement about the house in the increasing light, I shortly saw a motion of one of the ropes by which the horses were tied, and dropped on the fact that they were attempting to lead one of them inside.... I shot him and he fell dead, partially barricading the outlet. 

To prevent another attempt of this kind, I shot the ropes into which held the other two horses, and they walked away. 

They still had two horses in the house, one of them the Kid’s favorite mare, celebrated for speed, bottom [stamina], and beauty.




Garrett then began a shouted conversation with the always quick-witted Kid:


I asked him how he was fixed in there.

“Pretty well,” answered the Kid, “but we have no wood to get breakfast.”

“Come out,” said I, “and get some. Be a little sociable.”

“Can’t do it, Pat,” replied he. “Business is too confining. No time to run around.”




The posse was getting hungry as well as cold. Teenaged Charlie Rudolph had developed frostbite in his feet. Garrett took him and half of the others back to the Wilcox ranch for breakfast. There:


I made arrangements with Wilcox to haul out to our camp some provisions, wood, and forage for our horses. I did not know how long the outlaws might hold out, and concluded I would make it as comfortable as possible for myself and the boys.... 

On my return, Stewart and the balance of the boys went to breakfast.




Finally, whether by happenstance or design, Garrett found a way to flush out the fierce outlaws:


About four o’clock the wagon arrived from Wilcox’s with provisions and wood. We built a rousing fire and went to cooking. 

The odor of roasting meat was too much for the famished lads, who were without provisions. Craving stomachs overcame brave hearts. 




Surrender soon followed:




Rudabaugh stuck out from the window a handkerchief that had once been white, at the end of a stick, and called to us that they wanted to surrender. 

I told them that they could all come out with their hands up, if they wanted to. Rudabaugh then came out to our camp and said they would all surrender if I would guarantee them protection from violence. This, of course, I did. 

Rudabaugh returned to the house, where they held a short consultation. In a few moments they all, the Kid, Wilson, Pickett, and Rudabaugh, came out, were disarmed, got their supper, and we took them to Wilcox’s. 



Most likely, the posse divided up any desirable possessions they found on their prisoners as “spoils of war.”  Horses, saddles, guns, knives, and any ready cash that such successful outlaws surely carried were fair game, although one posseman later emphasized that they stole no valuables from the dead man. 

Lon Chambers claimed Billy’s distinctive sombrero and later gave it to former posseman Frank Clifford. Clifford described the hat as a wide-brimmed, light-colored felt one with an artistically braided band around the crown. It originally cost Billy $25.00. Clifford eventually traded the hat for a new one at a Las Vegas store. He kept the band, which his wife used as a belt until it wore out.

Garrett quickly claimed two of the weapons. Quiet young counterfeiter Billy Wilson’s Model 1873 Winchester .44-40 rifle and his .44 caliber, single-action Colt “Frontier Six-Shooter,” two models that could share cartridges, now belonged to the sheriff-elect. The six-shooter with its plain wooden grips soon became Garrett’s favorite handgun. Billy would meet it again later, on the night when bullets from its seven and one-half inch barrel sought him out in Pete Maxwell’s darkened bedroom.

Other possemen probably kept the Kid’s weapons—maybe the same Colt .45 single action army revolver, ironically called the “Peacemaker,” and the Winchester .44-40 rifle seen in a photograph made of the young outlaw earlier in the year. These popular models would later compete for the title, “The Gun that Won the West.”  

Posseman Jim East said Billy gave him the Winchester, which he later gave to Fort Sumner saloon owner Beaver Smith who claimed Billy ow3.ed him money. Whatever the models and whoever the recipients, Billy’s legendary arms disappeared that night into the murky shadows of history.

Billy Starts for Santa Fe—Again

Now that Lincoln County Sheriff-elect Garrett and Cattleman’s Association Detective Frank Stewart had captured Billy the Kid and his gang, the lawmen needed a place to hold their prisoners. Although Lincoln was New Mexico’s largest county with 30,000 square miles of territory, it maintained only a poor excuse for a jail—basically a hole excavated under a crude wooden shack. Las Vegas had the closest real jail, but it was hardly a safe place for their prisoners, as the lawmen would soon discover. 

Garrett held Federal arrest warrants for three of his four prisoners. Billy’s Federal warrant, separate from any Territorial warrants, cited him for the murder of “Buckshot” Roberts on Federal land, the Mescalero Apache Reservation. Rudabaugh was charged with mail robbery during a train hold-up and Wilson with counterfeiting and mail robbery, all Federal offences. Pickett only faced Territorial rustling charges. 

The jail in Santa Fe was the usual place to hold prisoners awaiting trial on Federal charges so, as Garrett explained:


Our objective point was the Santa Fe jail, as there were United States warrants against all our prisoners except Pickett. Him we intended to leave at Las Vegas. 



In heading for Santa Fe, Billy would be returning to a town he knew well. At least, he had known it well at one time. As a boy, he lived in Santa Fe either briefly or for as long as three years. Accounts differ. 

Early biographers describe that youthful Billy as a kind, upright paragon who dearly loved his mother. They say he learned his Spanish, along with his respect for Hispanic culture, while playing with local companions in Santa Fe’s dusty streets, and that he sang for tips in saloons around its ancient Plaza. Local tradition has the industrious boy earning additional money as a dishwasher at the town’s Exchange Hotel, the legendary Inn at the End of the Santa Fe Trail.

However long Billy lived in Santa Fe, he and his family left shortly after March 1, 1873. On that date, his mother, Catherine McCarty, married her long-time gentleman companion, William Antrim, in the city’s Presbyterian Church. Billy and his younger (or older) brother (or half-brother), Joseph, served as witnesses. The newly constituted family then headed farther west to the booming mining town of Silver City.

Seven years passed. Seven event-filled years that eventually brought Billy from Santa Fe to Fort Sumner, and most recently to a deserted stone hut at nearby Stinking Springs. Now he would be heading back to the city of his childhood, the city he had last seen as a young teen in 1873. Santa Fe had changed drastically over those seven years. So had Billy. 

The posse and its prisoners soon left Wilcox’s ranch headed for Fort Sumner, their first stop on the way to the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad station at Las Vegas where they would catch the train to Santa Fe.

Garrett’s four prisoners—and Charlie Bowdre’s body—rode in Manuel Brazil’s mule-drawn wagon as the immigrant rancher guided his jolting vehicle over frozen trail ruts to town. The posse rode alongside on horseback, with Frank Stewart astride Billy’s favorite bay mare. The weather continued cold. White puffs of frozen breath marked each cough and snort, man and horse alike. 

Only the steady creak of wagon wheels and the hollow clip-clop of horses’ hooves broke the stark silence. What thoughts passed through Billy’s mind during that ten-mile trek to Fort Sumner? What emotions flooded the wiry young outlaw as he huddled against the biting wind that numbed his reddened cheeks, the body of his dead friend lying at his feet?

Billy had known great loss in his life. He had likely lost his unknown father as a young child. He had certainly lost his loving mother and his stable home at the age of fifteen. He then slowly lost contact with his stepfather and brother over the next lonely months. Gone, all gone. 

Later, employers and pals in the Tunstall-McSween-Chisum faction of the Lincoln County War became Billy’s family. 

But John Tunstall, almost like a father to his sunny young gunfighter, died early in the conflict. Alexander McSween died in the five-day siege. John Chisum turned against the young man.

Just days before, Garrett’s posse had killed Tom O’Folliard, Billy’s closest friend in the world. Now, they had killed Charlie Bowdre, his last comrade from Regulator days. Together, these three compadres had shared dangers, triumphs, and finally defeat in the Lincoln County War. Now the other two were gone, leaving Billy more alone than ever.

Yet Billy continued to present a pervasively cheerful and seemingly carefree demeanor, even in the face of such tragedy. What can we make of his apparent attitude? Was it all just an act, a protective front to hide the chronic sadness and fear that churned inside him? Or, did he really have little feeling for his fallen companions, caring only for his own needs and desires? Unlikely, in light of the many reports of his kindness and consideration for others. Maybe, Billy the Kid was simply one to put the past behind him, to look to the future and try to make the best of every situation no matter how harsh.

One thing is certain, however. From the moment of his capture, Billy would focus on one thought and one thought only: Freedom.

The group of lawmen and prisoners arrived in Fort Sumner on the evening of December 23rd or late in the morning of the next day, December 24, 1880. Once again, accounts differ. Most subsequent events are clear, however. 

First, they turned Charlie Bowdre’s body over to his wife, Manuela. “Kid” Dobbs, a friend of Billy and Charlie’s from their rowdy Tascosa days, who was not actually present on that occasion, later said that Charlie had been carrying a will in his pocket when he died:


He left his horse, saddle and blankets and $118 in cash to the Mexican woman cook [presumably Manuela Bowdre] in Fort Sumner. She got every bit of it that day, too. (John McCarty and Mel Armstrong interview with Dobbs, Nolan, 2007, p 85)



This didn’t seem to matter to the grieving widow. Deputy Jim East remembered: 


As we started in with [the body], she struck me over the head with a branding iron, and I had to drop Charlie at her feet. The poor woman was crazy with grief. (Siringo, 1020, p 104)



Another member of the posse, unfortunate frostbitten Charlie Rudolph, reported that a “deranged” and “lamenting” Manuela “kicked and pummeled Garrett until she had to be pulled away.” 

There at Fort Sumner, Garrett had the local blacksmith shackle his prisoners for the trip to Las Vegas, chaining Pickett to Wilson and Billy to Rudabaugh. This paring could not have been pleasant for Billy if Rudabaugh lived up to his nickname of “Dirty Dave.” 

According to Garrett, Billy then made a move that would later complicate matters for him:


Whilst at Fort Sumner, the Kid had made Stewart a present of the mare, remarking that he expected his business would be so confining for the next few months that he would hardly find time for horse-back exercise.



Later, the January 4, 1881 Las Vegas Gazette elaborated on the saga of the “celebrated mare” Billy had ridden to Stinking Springs:

A BRAG-MARE


Everyone who has heard of Billy “the Kid” has heard of his beautiful bay mare, about whose speed some remarkable stories are told. Billy kept the beautiful mare very carefully and always reserved her for an emergency, fully appreciating her good qualities, and knowing full well that no other animal could run her down.  

There is no doubt in the minds of those who are most competent to judge but what she is the best animal in New Mexico. She was purchased from Texas stockmen a few years ago and whenever put to the test has demonstrated the fact that she was a remarkable piece of horseflesh. 

When Billy was besieged in the old stone house at Stinking Springs by the Stewart Garrett party, he intended to make a break for liberty on her back Mazoppa-like, and expected that her fleetness would carry him out of harm’s reach and from the bullets of the “dead shots” who were lying in wait for him. But the doorway being blocked by the dead body of a horse he was hemmed in. 

When he was finally rounded-up, he presented the mare to Frank Stewart, knowing that he would appreciate her as he certainly did, and he afterwards rode her in triumph to Vegas.  




Stewart would not take the mare back to Texas, however, as the article continues:




Those who have seen her have grown enthusiastic and it will be gratifying to our horsemen to know that the mare will remain in our neighborhood. 

W. Scott Moore, proprietor of The Adobe [Hotel] at the Hot Springs, made Frank Stewart a New Year’s present of an elegant revolver valued at $60.00, one of many gifts our citizens have presented the brave Stewart as a testimonial of their appreciation of his good work in the campaign against “the Kid’s” band. 

Not to be outdone, Stewart in turn presented Mrs. Moore with “the Kid’s” mare, and she now has the satisfaction of owning one of the best, if not the best animal in the territory. 




Mrs. Moore named the horse “Kid Stewart Moore,” reflecting its recent provenance. In spite of the article’s claim of bona fide purchase, its earlier chain of ownership was probably best not examined too closely. 

Before the posse and its prisoners left Fort Sumner on their way to Santa Fe, some of the group would make one more call. Deluvina Maxwell, a young Navajo servant in the household of Pete Maxwell, approached Garrett with a request from her mistress: Would he allow Billy to come to the Maxwell home for a farewell meeting with Pete’s little sister, Paulita? This sixteen-year-old dark-eyed beauty was acknowledged to be Billy’s current querida and rumored to be pregnant with his child.

Garrett consented to the visit. After all, it was Christmas Eve. Possemen Lee Hall and Jim East escorted the young swain to the Maxwell hacienda but their Christmas spirit went only so far. They suspected a ruse to help Billy escape and refused Mrs. Maxwell’s request to unshackle him from the malodorous “Dirty Dave” for a private meeting with Paulita. 

In spite of obvious constraints, Billy and Paulita said their farewells in a way that impressed, or perhaps embarrassed, even tough trail hand Jim East. He described their embrace as:


... one of those soul kisses the novelists tell us about, till it being time for us to hit the trail for Vegas, we had to pull them apart, much against our wishes, for you know all the world loves a lover. (Siringo, 1920, p 107)



Garrett now dismissed most of the posse and led the rest on their continued progress toward his prisoners’ eventual incarceration in Santa Fe. As he explained:


By sundown Stewart, Mason, Jim East, “Poker Tom,” and myself, with the prisoners in charge, started for Las Vegas. 




The group set out for the railroad at Las Vegas, prisoners again in Manuel Brazil’s mule-drawn wagon and possemen on horseback, along the commonly used trail that followed the Pecos River north one hundred miles or so. At Las Vegas, the lawmen and their prisoners intended to catch the passenger train for the sixty-mile trip through the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, over Glorieta Pass, to Santa Fe and its jail. 

Capture didn’t seem to bother Billy. Despite recent events and the prospects ahead, Garrett reported, “The Kid and Rudabaugh were cheerful and gay during the trip.” On the other hand, “Wilson seemed dejected and Pickett [as always] frightened.” 

Why shouldn’t Billy be cheerful? After all, Santa Fe and its jail were still a long way off. Could the lanky sheriff really expect to hold on to his seemingly secured escape artist throughout such a journey? What plans for escape ran through Billy’s mind as Brazil’s ranch wagon jounced over frozen ground?

Garrett and Billy chatted about the capture at Stinking Springs as they travelled through the high plains winter. Maybe the two had not been friends but they had likely shared some good times, and Billy had known Pat longer than anyone else on the journey. Garrett wrote of their conversation:


The Kid said that, had they succeeded in leading the three horses, or two of them, or one of them, into the house, they would have made a break to get away. 

He said, also, that he, alone, would have made a target of himself until his mare could have carried him out of range of our guns, or we had killed him, if it had not been for the dead horse barring his way. He said he knew she would not try to pass that, and, if she did, she would have knocked the top of his head off against the lintel of the doorway. 



As the party traveled north, Christmas Eve turned into Christmas Day. Garrett continued:


We reached Gayheart’s ranch, with our prisoners, about midnight, rested until eight in the morning, [continued on] and reached Puerto de Luna about two o’clock p.m., on Christmas day. 

My friend Grzelachowski gave us all a splendid dinner. 




Alexander Grzelachowski, a Polish immigrant and former priest, now turned rancher and pioneer merchant, was noted for his hospitality in the tiny town of Puerto de Luna on the Pecos River. He must not have been one to hold a grudge, as he provided the marvelous holiday feast to possemen and outlaws alike, despite Billy’s gang having made off with sixteen of his horses only a month earlier.

The men ate in shifts. Pat Garrett, Frank Stewart, Barney Mason, and “Poker Tom” Emory enjoyed their meal first while Jim East guarded the prisoners in a long, narrow side room. Marvelous aromas must have tantalized the waiting men. Perhaps, whiffs of roast turkey or green-chile stew made their mouths water, along with the cinnamon-y smell of fresh-baked apple pies or biscochitos, the traditional New Mexican melt-in-your-mouth Christmas cookie flavored with a hint of anise. 

According to Deputy East’s account, however, Billy’s mind centered not on food but on his ever-present desire for freedom: 


I sat down on a pile of wood, and the prisoners were at the other end. After we sat there awhile the Kid said, “Jim, do you have anything to smoke?”

I said, “Yes, I have some tobacco.”

He said he had some papers. 

I said, “Billy, I’ll throw you the tobacco. 

He said, “No, I’ll come and get it,” and he and Dave started across the room toward me....

I said, “Hold on, Billy, if you make another step I’ll shoot you.”

He stopped and said, “You’re the most suspicious damn man I ever saw.”

He turned back and I pitched him my tobacco. 

He threw it back and said he didn’t want any.... (Nolan, 1998, p 249)
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Chapter 2.

A Stopover
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Leaving Las Vegas, it ain’t easy

The arrival

After enjoying their Christmas dinner, the posse and their prisoners continued on north through the icy weather:


With a fresh team, we got away from Puerto de Luna about four o'clock, broke our wagon, borrowed one of Capt. Clarency, and reached Hay's ranch [18 miles from Las Vegas]  for breakfast. At two o'clock p.m., December 26, we reached Las Vegas and, through a crowd of citizens, made our way to the jail. 



Garrett’s “crowd of citizens” could better be described as an angry mob—not angry at Billy or at Garrett but at Dave Rudabaugh. 

Rudabaugh had originally begun his illegal activities in Arkansas in association with a character called “Mysterious Dave” Mather, who operated alternately as an outlaw and a lawman in the Old West. Together, the two started holding up stagecoaches about the same time a pre-teen Billy and his family first arrived in Santa Fe. 

For several years, Rudabaugh moved around the Midwest. He joined and left several gangs, rustled cattle, robbed stages, and even attempted an unsuccessful train holdup in Kansas. When Dodge City’s famous lawman, Wyatt Earp, failed to capture him, the equally famous sheriff of a neighboring county, Bat Masterson, and his deputy, John Joshua “J. J.” Webb, led a posse that did bring him in. 

Crafty Rudabaugh won his freedom by testifying against other gang members. Soon, Bat Masterson, by then in a new job, hired both Rudabaugh and “J. J.” along with John Henry “Doc” Holliday and “Mysterious Dave” as gunfighters for the Atchison, Topeka, & Santa Fe Railroad in its bloody but successful battle to gain control of the railroad right-of-way through Royal Gorge, Colorado. 

Afterward, Rudabaugh and Webb, by now good buddies, moved on to New Mexico. There in Las Vegas, they joined a group of other questionable folk from Kansas referred to as the “Dodge City Gang.” Justice of the Peace Hyman G. Neill, known as “Hoodoo Brown,” led this group of killers, gamblers, highwaymen, and train robbers that once again included Rudabaugh’s old friend, “Mysterious Dave.” Hoodoo appointed gang members as peace officers in Las Vegas. There, they more-or-less rode herd on the rambunctious town while continuing to carry out their own criminal activities.

By March 1880, thirty-four-year-old “J. J.” Webb, tall and slim with a long, bushy beard, held the office of City Marshal.  He may also have partnered with “Doc” Holliday in operating a saloon and gambling parlor in the new town that had grown up around Las Vegas’ railroad depot. Regrettably for him, by the end of that month, the lawman-outlaw had, himself, been arrested for killing a local cattleman.  

Sidney Barnes, a serious and bespectacled older attorney, represented Webb at his murder trial. Barnes also happened to be the U.S. Attorney for New Mexico Territory at the time. Holding such an office in no way precluded him, or any lawyer, from also serving private clients, a common practice at the time, as long as the cases did not conflict with official duties.

Webb’s day in court did not go well: 


“J. J.” Webb, accused of murdering Kelliher in Las Vegas, is in a rather dangerous position. His trial was concluded Tuesday at midnight and the jury after being out three hours, brought in a verdict of “Murder in the first degree.” Judge Prince has under advisement a motion for a new trial.” (Weekly New Mexican, henceforth abbreviated “WNM,” March 15, 1880)



After sentencing him to hang, the judge did grant Webb a stay of execution while considering his lawyer’s motion for a new trial. A month later, another member of the Dodge City Gang called “Little Allen” and Dave Rudabaugh—surprisingly faithful to a friend this time—attempted to break “J. J.” out of jail. Unexpectedly, Webb refused to leave his cell. He put his faith in Attorney Barnes and hoped a new trial would exonerate him. 

While escaping the jail themselves, one of Webb’s would-be rescuers shot and killed popular Deputy Sheriff and Jailer Antonio Lino Valdez—variously referred to in newspaper articles and other writings as Antonio Lino, Antonio Valdez, Lino Valdez, or even mistakenly as “Lopez the jailer.” 

After the jailbreak fiasco, Rudabaugh abandoned Las Vegas and headed south with two other Dodge City Gang members, one of whom he reportedly killed along the way. His surviving companion, Tom Pickett, the “imitation bad man,” had originally known “Dirty Dave” in Kansas and had worked alongside him in Las Vegas for a while as a city policeman under “Hoodoo Brown’s” direction. Both men, plus their other Kansas companion, Billy Wilson, had thus found their way to Fort Sumner, to Billy the Kid’s rustling operation, to Stinking Springs, and now back to Las Vegas.

A large crowd turned out to meet Garrett and his party that December afternoon. Temperatures warmed to the 40s, which allowed spectators respite from the worst winter chill but turned once-frozen streets to mud. Albert Hyde, the visiting Eastern writer who viewed Billy so negatively, recorded the scene as best he recollected (although a “cloud of dust” seems unlikely in the snow-covered landscape):


The news of the capture of the Kid spread like a prairie fire. People began at once to line up on each side of the road by which Garrett would enter the town....

As the hours passed, the crowds began to grow more impatient, and distrustful. All had become skeptical, when from our point of vantage we discerned a cloud of dust in the southwest. When the cause of it advanced close enough for the people to see a wagon outfit accompanied by mounted men, a mighty shout went up. 

The good news was indeed true. Billy the Kid was a prisoner, and Pat Garrett was a hero. (Hyde, p 699) 



While the Eastern writer took a dim view of Billy, he expressed only admiration for Garrett:


He was a tall, spare man, with noticeably long arms and legs. He was a silent man, but nevertheless pleasant to talk with. Coolness, courage, and determination were written on his face. (Hyde, p 698)



Soon, the party drew close enough to recognize individual members. Although Billy attracted the most attention, the town’s citizens hadn’t forgotten Rudabaugh’s murder of Deputy Sheriff and Jailer Valdez back in April of that year. Therefore, as Manuel Brazil headed his prisoner-laden wagon toward the Old Town plaza ringed by single-story adobe buildings alternating with several taller frame structures, Pat Garrett had more to worry about from townsfolk reaction to Dave Rudabaugh than any animosity toward Billy. 

The party soon entered the broad, treeless plaza, where an infamous “hanging windmill” had stood until earlier in the year. Hyde watched the stocky dark-haired outlaw wisely attempt to minimize his exposure:


As the wagon, pulled by four mules, approached, we saw four men sitting in the bed, two on a side, facing each other. 

The Kid, whom  [hotel proprietor] Dr. Sutfin had known in his cow-boy days and instantly recognized, was on the hotel side of the wagon, chained to a fierce looking, dark-bearded man, who kept his slouch hat pulled well down over his eyes, and who looked neither to the right nor to the left. 

This was the daring and dangerous Dave Rudabaugh, who, among many other crimes, had killed the Mexican jailer at Las Vegas a short time before, making good his escape, along with the companions he released. He feared recognition, as well as he might, for the Mexican population thirsted for his blood. 

The other two prisoners were Pickett and Wilson, prominent members of the Kid’s gang. (Hyde, p 699)



Billy, unlike Rudabaugh, relished the reception and seemed to enjoy attention: 


Billy the Kid was in a joyous mood. He was a short, slender, beardless young man. The marked peculiarity of his face was a pointed chin and a short upper lip which exposed the large front teeth and gave a chronic grin to his expression. He wore a hat pushed far back, and jocularly greeted the crowd. 

Recognizing Dr. Sutfin, he called, “Hello, doc! Thought I jes drop in and see how you fellers in Vegas air behavin’ yerselves.” (Hyde, p 699)



Hyde could see that Garrett was taking no chances with his prisoners:


Heavily armed deputies rode on each side of the wagon, with two bringing up the rear. 

Garrett rode in front. The large crowd evidently surprised and annoyed him. Fearing for the safety of Rudabaugh, he turned and gave a low order to the mule driver, who instantly whipped up his team, and ran across the plaza to the jail. (Hyde, p 699)
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“The Dash Across the Plaza to the Jail” 

(Hyde, 1902)

Billy had seen Las Vegas at least once previously in his young life. He first passed through on the Santa Fe Trail as a youngster with his family in the early 1870s during their move from Denver to Santa Fe. 

Some say he also spent time in the area in July 1879. On that visit, he supposedly dined with fellow fugitive Jesse James in the elegant restaurant of Scott Moore’s Adobe Hotel at the nearby Hot Springs Resort. Although Billy enjoyed the older outlaw’s company, he turned down Jesse’s impassioned offer to join the James gang. He wasn’t interested in staging holdups, just rustling a few cattle and dancing with a few smiling señoritas.

Las Vegas, founded in 1833 as a stop along the Santa Fe Trail and a supply center for local sheep ranchers, had a population of only 1,090 in 1870. It came to life as a railroad boomtown almost as soon as the tracks reached it in 1879—at least the Anglo New Town section that grew up around the depot a mile east of the Old Town plaza did. By the time Billy arrived that December, the combined population of the two settlements totaled 6,000. 

Over the years, Las Vegas had developed a notorious reputation including, but not beginning with, the murder committed in 1861 by Paula Angel. She is still known today as the only woman ever hanged in New Mexico—twice. 

The arrival of the railroad only brought further lawlessness. New Mexico historian Ralph Twitchell wrote:


Without exception, in the days of construction of the Santa Fe railway into the Southwest, there was no town which harbored a more disreputable gang of desperadoes and outlaws than did Las Vegas, New Mexico. (Twitchell, 1917, p 223)



When Billy arrived that December afternoon, a little over a year after the railroad had first appeared, the city was already working hard to become “civilized.” This befitted its growing importance as an economic hub and distribution point for the area. All goods headed into or out of vast sections of southeastern New Mexico passed through Las Vegas, the railroad town closest to that part of the Territory. 

Disgusted with its rowdy history and current disrepute, city fathers had set about organizing a sustained, if sometimes extra-legal, effort to clean up both the town’s notorious reputation and its actual goings-on. Many of those efforts involved that recently dismantled Old Town plaza windmill. It had hosted a number of hangings, few of which involved any judicial proceedings. 

Even though city fathers took down the infamous windmill, they continued their rehabilitation efforts. Little more than a year after Billy passed through on this occasion, the following widely distributed placard, addressing a different Billy the Kid among others, attested to the town’s continuing stagger toward civilized life:

NOTICE!

TO THIEVES, THUGS, FAKIRS,

AND BUNKO-STEERERS,

Among Whom Are

J.J. HARLIN, alias “OFF WHEELER,” SAW DUST

CHARLIE, WM. HEDGES, BILLY THE KID,

Billy Mullin, Little Jack, The

Cutter, Pock-Marked Kid, and

about Twenty Others:

If Found within the Limits of this City

after TEN O’CLOCK P. M., this Night,

you will be Invited to attend a GRAND

NECK-TIE PARTY.

The Expense of which will be borne by

100 Substantial Citizens.


Las Vegas, March 24th, 1882.


(Federal Writers’ Project, p 235)

By Billy’s arrival in December 1880, Las Vegas had already
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