

CHAPTER 1
THE EARLY YEARS

Since its beginnings, the United States of America divided itself between those states that allowed slavery and those states that prohibited it. Missouri Territory wanted to enter the Union as a slave state, but northern free states worried if Missouri entered as a slave state, the fragile balance of power would tilt toward slave states. In 1820, Henry Clay from Kentucky along with other members of Congress concocted a controversial agreement, named the Missouri Compromise, allowing Maine to enter the Union as a free state and Missouri to enter as a slave state on August 10, 1821.

Clay County, one of Missouri’s western counties northeast of Kansas City and north of the Missouri River, was organized on January 2, 1822 and named after Henry Clay. The Clay County commissioners selected Liberty as the county seat.1 Many pioneers of Clay County came from slaveholding states: Kentucky, Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Maryland.2 These settlers brought slaves with them, and slaveholders and slaves were so prevalent in Clay County as well as other counties along the Missouri River that these counties became known as Little Dixie.3

In 1842, twenty-four-year-old Robert James and his sixteen-year-old bride, Zerelda, visited her mother and second husband, Robert Thomason, who had settled in Clay County. Robert and Zerelda liked the countryside; it reminded them of their Kentucky homes, so they decided to stay and moved in with the Thomasons.4

Robert James earned a master of arts degree from Georgetown College, a Baptist institution in Georgetown, Kentucky. Robert became the preacher of New Hope Baptist Church. He was a charismatic preacher who increased the congregation from 20 to 280.5 Robert purchased a 205-acre farm with a log cabin in the hills of northern Clay County, northeast of present-day Kearney, Missouri.6 The James family’s major cash crop was hemp, which was woven into strands and shipped to the Deep South where it was used to bale cotton. Robert began buying slaves to help work the farm. By 1850, Robert owned a thirty-year-old black woman and five black children ranging in age from two to eleven.7

Zerelda’s first child was born January 10, 1843, and they named him Alexander Franklin James. A second son died soon after birth. The next child was born September 5, 1847, and they named him Jesse Woodson James.8 Frank and Jesse had a younger sister, Susan Lavenia, born November 25, 1849.9

On January 24, 1848, James Marshall had found gold at Sutter’s Mill in Coloma, California. The news soon spread like wild-fire. People from around the world flocked to California to make it rich.

Clay County, Missouri, was no exception. In April 1850, thirty men, including Robert James, left the county for California. Robert left behind his young wife, seven-year-old Frank, three-year-old Jesse, baby Susan, and six slaves, all but one of whom were children.10 No one really knows what drove Robert to leave his young family, but plenty of other men did the same. He did have a brother, Drury, who was already in California. Was Robert planning to preach the gospel to sinners? Was he smitten by the gold bug? Or as his brother William suggested, Robert wanted to put some time and distance between himself and Zerelda who William considered a constant complainer.11

The California gold camps were notorious health risks. Robert became ill, and on August 18, 1850, he died of fever in Hangtown, California.12

When Robert left Clay County, he had lots of debt that needed to be paid off. The probate court appointed an administrator to sell off family property to pay the debts, and several sales occurred over the years. In the end, Zerelda was able to keep the land, some of the animals, tools, and all but one of the slaves. The estate administrator sold at auction twelve-year-old William, the oldest boy.13

In an attempt to better her situation, Zerelda married Benjamin Simms on September 30, 1852. Simms was a local well-to-do farmer in his early fifties. Simms did not like Zerelda’s children and forced Zerelda to give them to Tilman West, who was her neighbor and the legal guardian of her children and her farm. Zerelda’s life was miserable. She left Simms, took back her children, and planned to divorce him. Matters became easier for Zerelda when on January 2, 1854, Simms died.14

Somewhere along the way, Zerelda and Dr. Reuben Samuel began courting. Reuben and Zerelda were both from Kentucky and moved in the same circles. Reuben, who was three years younger than Zerelda, had a mild temperament compared to Zerelda’s fiery demeanor. They married on September 12, 1855. Zerelda had Reuben sign a prenuptial agreement guaranteeing her ownership of the farm and slaves in the event of his death. Reuben became the legal guardian of Zerelda’s children. He agreed to give up his medical practice and concentrate his efforts on the farm. Reuben and Zerelda would have four children together, two boys and two girls.15

Frank and Jesse attended school and worked alongside the adults and slaves doing farm chores. They did the same as any farm boy—riding horses, shooting guns, fishing, and exploring the countryside. They easily made friends, but those who knew them during their childhood disagreed on whether they were well behaved or malicious.16

Reuben recognized Frank and Jesse’s desire to shoot and gave each of them his own double-barreled shotgun. They became expert shots, bringing home small game for the dinner table. The boys saved their money, and Reuben and Zerelda allowed them to each buy a pistol which they soon became proficient at using.17

Their grandmother’s husband’s brother, “Wild Bill” Thomason, came to Clay County. Thomason had fought in the Mexican War and had lived on the frontier. He told the boys tall tales of Indian fights as well as buffalo and bear hunts. He honed Frank’s, and possibly Jesse’s, riding and shooting skills.18

Jesse read the Bible and quoted from it. He carried a well-used Bible with him throughout his life. Frank’s ambition was to become a schoolteacher. He also carried a book with him at all times, Shakespeare’s complete works, and would quote from it.19

Life was good for the Samuel family, and the farm was profitable, but trouble was brewing. Abolitionists were increasing in numbers throughout the country, calling for the emancipation of slaves. The war of words changed to physical violence and death in Kansas, and violence spilled across the border into Missouri. The Samuel family was proslavery. Zerelda, who called herself “a woman of fortitude and resolution,” was outspoken for maintaining the status quo. By 1860, there were 3,455 slaves in Clay County and the Samuel family owned seven of them.20
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While the James boys’ early years are well-documented, Billy the Kid’s beginnings are shrouded by the mists of time. Other than the US federal ten-year census and before the advent of twentieth-century detailed government records, many people were born in this country, lived their lives, and died without anything being recorded about them. Over the years, researchers have tried to determine what Billy the Kid’s real name was, who his parents were, where and when he was born. There are lots of theories. Here is what is known.

Billy the Kid’s name was Henry McCarty. His mother’s name was Catherine McCarty. It is not known if this was her maiden name or her married name, but she said she was a widow. Henry had a brother, Joseph, who might have been born in 1863 and who might have been a half brother.21 Catherine is listed in the Indianapolis, Indiana, city directory for 1867 and 1868 as the widow of Michael McCarty, who might or might not have been Henry’s father.22

Pat Garrett’s book, The Authentic Life of Billy the Kid, stated Henry was born November 23, 1859, and some of the newspapers at the time of his death reported that he was twenty-one years old, so that would put his birth in 1859.23

As to where he was born, Garrett stated Henry was born in New York City.24 William H. Antrim, who married Catherine in 1873, said Catherine’s husband had died in New York City.25

The 1880 census taken at Fort Sumner, New Mexico, listed “Wm. Bonny,” which was Henry’s alias, as being twenty-five years old, his occupation as working cattle, and that he was born in Missouri, as were both his parents.26 By that time, Billy the Kid was probably attempting to create a new identity.

Researchers continue to hunt for more clues about the early life of Billy the Kid and many theories abound. There is no clear-cut record of the little McCarty family until the 1870s.




CHOOSING SIDES—ABOLITIONIST AND PROSLAVERY

Ever since the Constitution went into effect on March 4, 1789, the United States remained divided on the issue of slavery. The federal government attempted to maintain an equal balance of power between free states and slave states. With the Missouri Compromise of 1820, Missouri entered the Union as a slave state and Maine entered as a free state, continuing the balance of power. One provision of the compromise was that slavery was not allowed in territories north of latitude 36° 30' with the exception of the new state of Missouri.

By the early 1850s settlers were moving westward onto the plains, and railroad companies wanted to open up new territory for their lines and a transcontinental railroad. Congress passed the Kansas-Nebraska Act that would carve up the country’s unorganized central-western territory into two new territories. The act was signed into law on May 30, 1854, creating the territories of Kansas and Nebraska. One of the act’s provisions was that settlers in the territories would determine if their territory would be free or slave and, when ready, enter the Union as such. Both slave and free-state interests saw this as an opportunity to extend their power.

Many of Kansas Territory’s original settlers were proslavery. Northern abolitionists went to work promoting the settlement of Kansas by northern and Midwest farmers. Northerners established several new towns including Topeka, Manhattan, and Lawrence. Large numbers of proslavery Missourians crossed the border into Kansas so that when elections were held for the territorial legislature, the proslavery faction won a majority of seats. The appointed territorial governor was also proslavery.

Antislavery proponents were called free soilers or free staters, and slavery proponents were called border ruffians because they had crossed the border from Missouri. Opponents entered into heated arguments. Arguments escalated into brawls and culminated in murder. Trouble soon spilled across the border into Missouri.

Both slavery and antislavery partisans in Kansas and Missouri formed militia and guerrilla units. Missouri proslavery units were called bushwhackers, and Kansas antislavery units were called jay-hawkers, who raided across the border into Missouri.

On December 6, 1855, near Lawrence, Kansas, a proslavery advocate shot and killed free stater Thomas Barber, making him an abolitionist martyr.27 Then on May 21, 1856, eight hundred border ruffians invaded Lawrence, burning the hotel, destroying two newspaper offices, and ransacking homes and stores.28

John Brown led a band of free staters, including four of his sons, to the proslavery settlement at Pottawatomie Creek, Kansas, on the night of May 24, 1856. Pulling five proslavery men from their homes, Brown and his men butchered them with swords. Brown escaped from Kansas and plotted further actions to fight against slavery.29

Violence in Kansas would subside and then flare up again, spilling over into Missouri. The violence pitted Missouri neighbor against neighbor even before the Confederates began firing artillery at Union-held Fort Sumter in Charleston, South Carolina, on April 12, 1861.






CHAPTER 2
CIVIL WAR

With the election of Republican Abraham Lincoln as president of the United States in November 1860, slaveholding states began seceding from the Union, and on February 4, 1861, they formed the Confederate States of America. Missouri faced a dilemma—remain in the Union or join the Confederacy. The Little Dixie counties were pro-Confederacy while most of the rest of Missouri’s citizens were neutral or favored remaining in the Union. A large German immigrant population in eastern Missouri was abolitionist and pro-Union. Some slave-holders believed it was better to stay in the Union than secede.

Democrat and border ruffian Missouri governor Claiborne Fox Jackson and most of the state legislature were in favor of leaving the Union and joining the Confederacy. A constitutional convention was called to determine whether Missouri should secede. In March, the convention voted in favor of remaining in the Union.1 Clay County was predominantly pro-Confederacy; not one vote had been cast for Abraham Lincoln during the election.2

On April 12, 1861, Confederate artillery began bombarding Union-held Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor, South Carolina. Two days later, the fort surrendered, and the day after the surrender, President Lincoln declared the country was facing an insurrection and called upon the states for seventy-five thousand troops to put down the rebellion. This infuriated remaining slaveholding states that had not seceded, and some soon did just that.3

Missouri governor Jackson called Lincoln’s proclamation “illegal, unconstitutional and revolutionary… inhuman and diabolical.” He further stated, “Not one man will the state of Missouri furnish to carry on such an unholy crusade.”4 The majority of Clay County residents were of the same mind. On April 17, the Clay County Flag’s headlines proclaimed, “War Inaugurated by the Abolitionists—the Soil of the South Invaded!!!” Three days later, two hundred pro-Confederates took control of the federal arsenal in Liberty, one of two in Missouri, and removed rifles, cannons, and ammunition.5

The Samuel family was pro-Confederate. Zerelda was an out-spoken proponent for the Confederacy, creating enemies of those county residents who were pro-Union.6 She was a great influence on her sons, Frank and Jesse, who became staunch Confederates. On May 4, 1861, eighteen-year-old Frank James joined the pro-Confederate Missouri State Guard.7

Events did not turn out well for Missouri Confederates. Union forces took control of the arsenal in St. Louis, and Governor Jackson and his Confederate legislators were forced out of Missouri’s capital, Jefferson City. Frank’s first battle was at Wilson’s Creek south of Springfield, Missouri. On August 10, 1861, a Union force attacked the Confederate camp but was repulsed and retreated to Rolla, Missouri. Frank then fought at the Battle of Lexington, Missouri, from September 12–20, 1861, which also resulted in a Confederate victory. A new Union army advanced from St. Louis and forced the Confederates to abandon Springfield.

Frank traveled with the army into southwest Missouri. In February 1862, he contracted measles and was left behind in a hospital that was captured by Union forces. The Union authorities paroled Frank, and he returned home.8

Life had continued as normal as possible on the Samuel farm. Jesse would have continued with the chores, hunting, and horseback riding. The family would have been informed of the latest war news and of jayhawker and bushwhacker raids.

Frank, along with all other eligible men, was forced to enroll in the Clay County Union militia, but he failed to participate. He may have aided and rode with bushwhackers during the summer and fall of 1862. Confederate general Jo Shelby and others claimed that Frank saved his life during the Battle of Prairie Grove, Arkansas, December 7, 1862. Union authorities arrested Frank and jailed him in Liberty in the spring of 1863, but he escaped, heading to “the brush,” meaning joining the bushwhackers. Frank said he joined notorious William Quantrill’s bushwhacker outfit in May 1863.9

Feared by Unionists and well-liked by Confederates, Quant-rill claimed he was from Maryland but was actually from Canal Dover, Ohio. He had first fought as an abolitionist jayhawker but then switched sides. Frank said of Quantrill, “He was full of life and a jolly fellow. He had none of the air of the bravado or the desperado about him…. He was a demon in battle.”10

Frank became lifelong friends with one of Quantrill’s men, the easygoing Cole Younger. Nineteen-year-old Younger came from a prominent Jackson County, Missouri, family. His father, a pro-Union slaveholder, had been murdered by Union militia, believing he had a large amount of money on him.11

Frank was spotted participating in bushwhacker raids under the leadership of Clay County saddler Fernando Scott. The bushwhackers ambushed Union soldiers, murdered surrendered prisoners, and stole from local Unionist farmers. Zerelda acted as an informant to the guerrilla band, and fifteen-year-old Jesse carried her messages to the bushwhackers. He wanted to join them, but they told him he was too young.12

The local Union militia began searching for Scott’s bushwhackers, and a logical place to visit was the Samuel farm. On the morning of May 25, 1863, Clay and Clinton County Union militia rode up to the Samuel farmhouse. They questioned the family about Frank and the other bushwhackers’ whereabouts. Family members answered they had no idea. Jesse was out working in the fields. Militiamen surrounded him and whipped him to make him reveal where Frank and the others were. Jesse refused to talk. They brought him back to the farmhouse where a rope was tossed over a tree limb. One end of the rope was tied around Dr. Reuben Samuel’s neck, and two fellow Clay County neighbors hoisted him off the ground, strangling him. The Reverend William James, the brother of Zerelda’s first husband, rode onto the scene and later said, “Mrs. Samuel, [was] making such an outcry and giving them [the militia] such a tongue-lashing as only she could give.” After letting Samuel dangle, the militia members dropped him to the ground. Some accounts claim they strung him up two more times. He revealed that Frank and the others were camped in a nearby woods to the north of the house. Forcing Samuel to lead them to the bushwhacker camp, the militia spotted Frank and the other bushwhackers lounging, playing cards, and gambling over their spoils. The militia ambushed them, killing two, but the others raced away on horseback. In the running fight, the militia killed three more bushwhackers. The pursuit ended when Frank and the other survivors escaped across the Missouri River.13

The militia hauled Reuben to prison in St. Joseph, Missouri, and then returned later for Zerelda and took her to prison as well in St. Joseph. After she took the oath of allegiance, she was paroled on June 5 and allowed to return home. Reuben also took the oath, was paroled, and allowed to return on June 24.14

During their absence, Jesse managed the farm and looked after his younger family members. That summer of 1863, with the help of a black man, Jesse raised a large crop of tobacco. It was probably during this time that he was cleaning a pistol when it fired, blowing off the tip of the middle finger of his left hand.15

Frank continued his bushwhacking activities with Quant-rill. The bushwhackers had been effective terrorizing pro-Union Missourians and Kansans. Union general Thomas Ewing arrested
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wives and sisters of known bushwhackers, including cousins of Cole Younger and two sisters of William “Bloody Bill” Anderson. The women were imprisoned in a three-story brick building in Kansas City, Missouri. On August 14, 1863, the building collapsed, killing five of the women including one of Bloody Bill’s sisters and one of Cole’s cousins, and two women were crippled for life. A rumor spread that the Union authorities had deliberately undermined the building’s foundations to create the collapse. The bushwhackers clamored for revenge, and Quantrill determined to retaliate by attacking the heart of Kansas Unionism—Lawrence, Kansas. Leading 450 men, including Frank James and Cole Younger, Quantrill arrived at the outskirts of Lawrence on the morning of August 21, where he told his men, “Kill every male and burn every house.” Within three hours, they slaughtered 183 men and boys and burned 185 buildings, then escaped back into Missouri. That October, Quantrill led his men, including Frank, to Texas.16

In April 1864, Frank returned to Clay County with the bushwhacker leader, Charles Fletcher Taylor. Fletch had broken with Quantrill and was now on his own. Along with Fletch Taylor’s bushwhackers was a vicious killer, eighteen-year-old “Little Archie” Clement.17

Jesse was now sixteen years old and joined brother Frank and Taylor’s bushwhackers. There were no muster papers for Jesse to sign. There was no pay. There were no weapons or supplies provided. There were no uniforms. There were no barracks or official camp; they lived in the brush relying on the hospitality of family, friends, and Confederate sympathizers or pilfered from pro-Union Missourians. The Confederacy did not officially claim the bushwhackers. Taylor’s bushwhackers had no military objective other than create havoc among Union supporters and attack military targets of opportunity. They took their pay by robbery, and obtained their weapons, ammunition, and supplies from gifts and theft.

Zerelda or another family member sewed Jesse’s guerrilla shirt with multiple pockets for pistol caps and bullets. He wore several revolvers stuck in a waist belt. Able to fire six rounds, the revolver was the bushwhacker’s weapon of choice. Since it took time to reload the powder and bullet in each cylinder and then place a new cap on the cylinder’s nipple, the bushwhacker would carry multiple revolvers, pulling a new one when all cylinders had fired. Another standard weapon was a hunting knife.

The bushwhackers gave Frank the nickname “Buck,” and after Jesse pinched a finger in a pistol or other piece of equipment shouting “Dingus!” they gave him that nickname.18 They were a band of brothers who cared for little other than each other. “Take our company and there has never been a more reckless band of men,” Frank later said. “Most of them were under 21.”19

There was unfinished business to take care of in Clay County—it was payback time. Taylor’s band began terrorizing and murdering Clay County Union sympathizers. First was Bradly Bond, one of the men who had strung up Reuben Samuel. Bond was shot down after being asked to come outside his house. The next day, Alvis Dagley, another man who had hoisted Samuel off the ground, was murdered while working in the fields near the Samuel farm. Taylor’s bushwhackers murdered six more men, including a black slave, during the next several weeks.20

Joining with other bushwhacker bands the summer of 1864, they attacked Union patrols and captured and pillaged the towns of Parksville and Platte City, Missouri. After that, Taylor’s bushwhackers attacked the home of Methodist minister and abolitionist Charles Morris. They set the house on fire, and when Morris and two other men tried to escape, they were shot down.21

The bushwhackers were riding through a Dutch settlement in southern Ray County. Jesse saw a saddle on a fence rail in front of a house and decided he needed it. “I was in the act of picking it up,” Jesse later told a friend, “when a Dutchman came to the door and shot me through the breast.” Frank held Jesse in the saddle as they rode away. He was taken to his Uncle John and Aunt Mary Mimm’s boarding house across the Missouri River from Kansas City where he was hidden. Dr. J. M. Ridge treated his wound, and his nineteen-year-old cousin, Zee Mimms, who had been named for Jesse’s mother, took care of him. The bullet had passed through Jesse’s chest and out his back without hitting vital organs. After a short recuperation, he was fit enough to hit the brush and join the bushwhackers again.22

On August 8, 1864, a shotgun blast mangled Fletch Taylor’s right arm, resulting in its amputation and taking him out of the action while it healed. With Taylor gone, an even more ferocious guerrilla leader took command of the bushwhackers—Bloody Bill Anderson. Both Frank and Jesse and their close friend Archie Clement joined Anderson’s band. Jesse said Clement was “one of the noblest boys, and the most promising military boy, of this age.”23

Bloody Bill Anderson, now in his mid-twenties, had been born in Kentucky, lived in Huntsville, Missouri, and later Kansas. His family owned no slaves, but they were staunch proslavery. Anderson began a life of crime that devolved into bushwhacking after a Kansas Unionist murdered his father. After one of Anderson’s sisters was killed in the Kansas City women’s prison collapse, Anderson exacted revenge, participating in the Lawrence, Kansas, massacre and other atrocities. Later he broke with Quantrill, forming his own bushwhacking band. He was brutal, torturing and killing Union soldiers, militia, and supporters. Anderson scalped the men he killed and hung their scalps from his horse’s bridle and reins. In July 1864, he sent a letter to the Lexington, Missouri, newspapers threatening anyone who supported the Union, “I will hunt you down like wolves and murder you.” Archie Clement became one of Bloody Bill’s chief lieutenants and excelled in scalping his victims.24

In August 1864, Anderson and his bushwhackers camped near the Samuel farm and Zerelda gladly fed them dinner. From there they rode into Platte County, where Anderson cut off the ears of a prisoner before shooting him in the head. On August 10, back in Clay County, they shot and killed a young Union man who had been married three days earlier, leaving his naked body alongside a stream bank.25

Bloody Bill Anderson impressed Jesse James, and Jesse claimed that he was one of “Anderson’s best men.”26 Anderson said of Jesse, “Not to have any beard, he is the keenest and cleanest fighter in the command.”27

Anderson made Rocheport in Boone County, Missouri, his capital, stopping Missouri River traffic and collecting tolls. The slaughter and atrocities continued on both sides. On September 23, Anderson’s men killed twelve Union soldiers and three black teamsters, as Union soldiers captured seven bushwhackers, murdering and scalping six of them. The next day, Anderson combined his men with other bushwhacker bands. Wearing captured Union uniforms, they entered the town of Fayette, Missouri, to surprise and attack the Union troops, but the Union troops rallied, repulsing the bushwhackers.28

On September 27, 1864, again wearing Union uniforms, Anderson led eighty bushwhackers, including Frank and Jesse, north to Centralia, Missouri, to gather newspapers and any other intelligence they could acquire. Centralia was a small railroad town with a train station for the North Missouri Railroad.29

Trotting their horses into town at 10 a.m., Bloody Bill’s men burst into homes, terrorizing the residents. The bushwhackers robbed the town’s two stores, confiscating whatever they wanted. They hauled a keg of whiskey into the street, then broke open the barrel head. Anderson and his men began guzzling its contents.30

At 11 a.m., the stagecoach from Columbia, Missouri, arrived. The bushwhackers robbed the passengers, not caring if they were pro-Union or pro-Confederate. Fortunately for Unionist congressman James Rollins, the bushwhackers did not discover who he was.31
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Bushwhackers hauled railroad ties and other obstructions across the train tracks. About 11:30 a.m., the northbound passenger train from St. Louis was pulling into the station. As bushwhackers began shooting at the train, the engineer realized they were trapped; he could not go forward and could not back up as a construction train was approaching from behind. The bushwhackers found twenty-three Union soldiers on the train, all but two unarmed. The bushwhackers considered a German wearing a blue shirt and cap to be a Union man and forced him to join the soldiers being herded off the train. After robbing all 125 civilian men, women, and even children, and after ransacking the baggage car for money and valuables, the bushwhackers abused the soldiers then forced them to undress. Anderson removed a sergeant from among the soldiers, and then made them line up along the tracks. He told Archie Clement to lead twenty-five men in “paroling” the soldiers. They began firing into the soldiers, killing every last one of them as well as the German. They then set the train’s passenger cars on fire and sent the train out of town with its whistle blowing. After setting the train station on fire, the bushwhackers were done. Yelling and laughing, Bloody Bill, Frank, and Jesse, and the other bushwhackers rode out of town with their plunder and lone prisoner.32

At 3 p.m., Major Andrew Johnson, leading a battalion of the Thirty-Ninth Missouri Infantry US Volunteers, rode
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AFTERWORD

Writers have created hundreds of books, both fiction and nonfiction, about Jesse James and Billy the Kid. I recommend three nonfiction books on Jesse James: Mark Lee Gardner’s Shot All to Hell, T. J. Stiles’s Jesse James: Last Rebel of the Civil War, and Ted P. Yeatman’s Frank and Jesse James: The Story behind the Legend. I recommend three nonfiction books on Billy the Kid: Mark Lee Gardner’s To Hell on a Fast Horse, Frederick Nolan’s The West of Billy the Kid, and Robert Utley’s Billy the Kid: A Short and Violent Life. Sometimes books about Jesse James and Billy the Kid, fiction and nonfiction, have interacted with well-known people’s lives.

In March 1886, outlaw “Red-headed” Mike Finnigan and his gang of two stole Theodore Roosevelt’s boat and took off down Dakota Territory’s Little Missouri River. Roosevelt and his men chased after them and caught them six days later. A voracious reader, Roosevelt had finished Tolstoy’s nine-hundred-page Anna Karenina. He asked the gang members if they had any reading material and borrowed a Jesse James dime novel from them.1

After lawmen ambushed and killed the outlaws Bonnie and Clyde on May 23, 1934, they found a copy of Walter Noble Burns’s The Saga of Billy the Kid in their bullet-riddled car.2

When future president Harry S. Truman was a boy, his teacher caught him with a Jesse James dime novel hidden in a schoolbook. She reported it to his parents who gave him one of the “soundest licken’s [sic].”3

Many songs and ballads have been written about Jesse and Billy. The most popular ballad about Jesse is “Jesse James” by an unknown composer. Bentley Ball first recorded it in 1919 and many recording artists have sung it ever since. Woody Guthrie, Pete Seeger, The Kingston Trio, Van Morrison, Bob Seger, The Nitty Gritty Dirt Band, Sons of the Pioneers, Johnny Cash, and Bruce Springsteen have all sung the lyrics, “He stole from the rich and he gave to the poor.” Members of Western Writers of America listed it as one of the top one hundred Western songs.4

Marty Robbins performed his song “Billy the Kid” (1959) and Billy Joel’s “Ballad of Billy the Kid” (1975) is a great song but has little to do with the reality of Billy the Kid. There was even a one-act ballet written about the Kid. Composer Aaron Copland’s Billy the Kid (1938) is one of his most popular compositions.

Both Jesse James and Billy the Kid have been portrayed on radio and television shows. Their memories live on in the movies; although all the films miss the mark of truth, some come closer to it than others.

How many movies have been made about Jesse James and Billy the Kid? Johnny Boggs, author of Jesse James and the Movies and Billy the Kid on Film, says, “There’s no telling, and an exact number will probably never be known.” One of the problems is that there is no record of how many silent films were made and many have disappeared. “But if you want to limit this to American-produced movies in the sound era, including serials and made-for-TV films, there are roughly forty about Jesse James,” Boggs says. “Regarding Billy the Kid movies, the total is more like fifty-five films in the sound era.”

Jesse James (1939), starring Tyrone Power as Jesse and Henry Fonda as Frank James, was probably one of the most important movies about Jesse. “Jesse James redefined how Jesse was portrayed,” Boggs says. “He went from thug outlaw to farm boy turned to crime by corrupt banks and railroads, a flawed hero for the common man.”

Two of the most popular movies about Jesse James are The Long Riders (1980), and The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford (2007), starring Brad Pitt as Jesse and Casey Affleck, who received an Oscar nomination for Best Supporting Actor, as Bob Ford. Johnny Boggs picks The Assassination of Jesse James as “the best blend of history and cinema,” but he says it might not be to everyone’s taste.

As for movies about Billy the Kid, Young Guns (1988) is one of the most popular. Sam Peckinpah’s Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid (1973) is my favorite Billy the Kid movie not based on accuracy but just plain fun. Johnny Boggs agrees it’s probably the best Billy the Kid movie, “but it’s a train wreck, with a handful of incredibly great scenes… surrounded by a ton of garbage and poor history.” The cast is loaded with a who’s who of old-time cowboy actors. Bob Dylan, who wrote and played the songs for the film, can be found in several scenes. Dylan’s “Knocking on Heaven’s Door” plays during one of the most powerful scenes as Slim Pickens’s character, Sheriff Baker, is dying. Western Writers of America rated this song one of the top one hundred Western songs.

Johnny Boggs believes Jesse James and Billy the Kid saved Western movies from extinction. By 1939, serious Westerns were not being filmed, but with the success of Jesse James, there was a resurgence. By 1988, Westerns were dead, but with the release of Young Guns, they became popular again. “So as weak as most movies about those two outlaws are, you can’t dismiss them,” Boggs says. “It took Jesse James to bring back the A-Western in 1939, and almost fifty years later, it took a movie about Billy the Kid to raise, again, the Western from Hollywood’s grave.”5

Why do Americans love Billy the Kid and Jesse James? Why do we remember their names but can’t remember the names of presidents of the United States?

Americans love an underdog, a person who stands up against perceived tyranny. After all, our underdog forefathers and fore-mothers rebelled against Great Britain, the greatest superpower of its time, and won. Jesse James and Billy the Kid personify that rebellious spirit. That’s why they remain popular even though they were criminals and killed people. Many Americans overlook the crimes and see the romance of the rebel.

Jesse became the American version of Robin Hood, robbing the rich and giving to the poor. Billy became the symbol of the American loner: the little guy fighting against all odds; the misunderstood youth who battled the combined corrupt government and business forces hell-bent on his destruction. Both were fearless, devil-may-care, audacious, pulling off extraordinary feats of daring.

Many attributed robberies to Jesse when he wasn’t even there. If you’re going to be robbed, you might as well be robbed by the best—Jesse James. Everyone wanted to be associated with Billy the Kid—he stayed at their ranch or he stole one of their horses.

Leading even more to their status as outlaw heroes, both Billy the Kid and Jesse James were killed in ways the American public disapproved. Case in point, after Jesse’s assassination by “that dirty little coward” Bob Ford, he remained popular and his stature grew through time, while Frank, who had surrendered and committed no major crimes after that, lessened in the public view. And Sheriff Pat Garrett was never lauded for ambushing the Kid in a dark bedroom.

After studying Jesse James and Billy the Kid, I’ve come to view them both as likeable criminals. They could be pleasant company and they enjoyed a good joke. They were true to their friends—unless they believed their friends were double-crossing them—courteous to women, made time for children, and were kind to animals. That being said, I do not condone their murders and crimes. They justified their violent actions in their own minds. When they killed, they believed it was for self-preservation, revenge, or just plain business. They needed to face the full consequences for breaking the law.

In my mind, Jesse was the greatest outlaw. He had a longer outlaw career. He was audacious, planning and robbing banks in the middle of the day and stopping the most powerful machines of the time—railroad engines—to rob their trains and successfully get away.

Billy was a successful small-time horse thief and cattle rustler. There was nothing spectacular about his robberies, but Billy was an excellent gunman. He was successful in eluding pursuing posses and, when captured, escaping.

I don’t believe Jesse James and Billy the Kid will be replaced anytime soon as America’s greatest outlaws. They strike a chord in Americans’ fiber—the little guy taking on overwhelming odds and winning. They each had hair-raising adventures and escapes. Jesse James and Billy the Kid will continue to ride across the landscape of America’s imagination, always on the run—never to be caught.
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