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CHAPTER ONE

AND SO, IT BEGINS


“Through the years many historians and writers have lost sight of the fact that the Kid was just that: a kid.”

MICHAEL WALLIS, AUTHOR OF BILLY THE KID: THE ENDLESS RIDE



LIKE MANY CHILDREN OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, BILLY’S beginnings are shrouded in mystery. It isn’t clear exactly where or when William Henry McCarty was born.

“Later on I told people a lot of different ages,” Billy stated to a reporter when asked about his age. “Mostly because I wanted them to think I was old enough to be taken seriously. [Sheriff Pat] Garrett and [writer Ash] Upson wrote that I was born in 1859—and they gave me the same birthday as Upson, November 23. I think I was actually born a little later than that, maybe ’61 or ’62, but what does it matter?”1

It matters quite a bit. Maybe not to him, but it does to myriad historians and Billy aficionados who want to understand this American icon. Generally, historians have believed he was born in 1859. That date is most likely wrong due to Ash Upson, who wrote a great deal of Sheriff Pat Garrett’s book, The Authentic Life of Billy the Kid. Upson attributed his own birthday of November 23 to Billy and randomly picked 1859 as his birth year.

New research points to Billy being born in May 1861. If he was indeed born then, that would explain why he looked so young as an outlaw. Many accounts spoke of peach fuzz on the upper lip when he was supposedly eighteen, and so many friends said he looked younger than he was reported to be. Did Billy truly know his birth date? Doesn’t sound like it. As was customary, births, marriages, and deaths were all recorded in a family Bible, passed down through the generations. Unfortunately, no such McCarty family Bible has ever been found.

“Historians cannot agree on the place and date of the Kid’s birth, simply because no one has found any compelling evidence for the claims. The Billy the Kid Outlaw Gang organization is offering $500 ‘to the first person who finds irrefutable proof of Henry McCarty’s birth, his father, and where he was born.’ No one has yet claimed the reward.”2

So, for sake of argument, we’ll stick with May 1861 as the year of his birth, although we may never know for certain.

Despite the question of his birth date, what is not in doubt is his name: William Henry McCarty. In 1873, he listed himself as a witness to his mother’s wedding (to Bill Antrim), written as “William H. McCarty.”


WHAT ABOUT DAD AND MOM?

Many reputable historians have plowed through legal documents, historical archives, period newspapers, marriage certificates, baptismal records, census records, city directories, and every other available source to find the factual history of Billy. Their efforts have been met with irritatingly little success.

William’s McCarty father is unknown. Speculation has run rampant. Historians, researchers, and biographers each have their own theories about Mr. McCarty—if that was his name.

The closest nugget of information comes from Billy’s mom, Catherine McCarty (possibly née Devine), who told compilers of the Indianapolis City Directory that she was the widow of Michael McCarty. She provided no further details. With not much else to go on, historians generally agree that the information is correct, and Billy’s probable father was Michael. Researchers have been unable to lock down which Michael.

We do know for certain his mother was Catherine McCarty, most likely an Irish refugee. One passenger list of the Devonshire reveals a Catherine McCarty departing Liverpool, then arriving in New York on April 10, 1846. Catherine, born in 1829 or 1830 (which are seemingly reliable dates since her 1874 obituary listed her as forty-five), would have been sixteen when she arrived on American soil. Her occupation on the ship’s passenger roster was listed as “servant,” which more than likely meant that she was indentured to a wealthy family. Her term of contract would have been for the customary seven years. Many immigrants settled in and around New York City.


Irish Immigration in the Nineteenth Century

Leaving Ireland as one of the thousands of “Famine Irish,” Catherine McCarty would have set sail for America by first taking a ferry or a boat from Cobh, Dublin, or Belfast, Ireland, and would have disembarked in Liverpool, England. There passengers would have transferred to a larger ship bound for Canada, Boston, New York, or New Orleans. During the horrific Potato Famine (1845–1854), tens of thousands of men, women, and children left their homeland in search of a better life.

“The combination of famine and disease and the resulting immigration reduced Ireland’s population from 8.1 million in 1840 to 6.5 million a decade later.”3 Even today, in the twenty-first century, the population has not recovered.

Prior to 1855, immigrants would have sailed into the docks on the east side of Manhattan, where little to no processing took place.

Passengers arriving in 1855 and later would have been processed at Emigrant Landing Depot, known as Castle Garden, New York. As America’s first official immigrant receiving center, Castle Garden opened that year, welcoming more than 8 million refugees before closing on April 18, 1890. To replace the center, a large warehouse was used for two years until Ellis Island opened in 1892.






AND WHAT ABOUT BILLY?

There is little consensus as to where exactly Billy, who went by the name Henry as a youngster, was born. Various researchers list Ireland, New York, Indianapolis, Missouri, Illinois, and New Mexico as definitive places of birth. One of those is probably correct.

Unfortunately, Billy’s status as a wanted man often required friends to lie for him, so even government records can’t always be trusted. For example, in 1880 at Fort Sumner, New Mexico, Manuela Bowdre, the wife of Billy’s good friend Charlie, told a federal census taker that Billy was William Henry McCarty, that he was twenty-five years old, that both his parents had been born in Missouri, and that he, too, had been born there. By the time the census in 1880 came around, Billy was a fugitive with a $500 bounty on his head, often found hanging out at the Bowdre ranch. Most people knew him as Billy Bonney, so by telling the census worker that he was William Henry McCarty, born in Missouri and age twenty-five, Manuela might have figured she was protecting her friend.

There are no records indicating that either of Billy’s parents were born in Missouri. His mother spoke with a lovely Irish lilt, commented on often by her friends. Chances are good she was born and raised in Ireland.

Of all the possible birthplaces that have been tossed around for 100 years, two remain probable: New York City and Indianapolis.

If purple-prose writers of the wild-and-woolly western tales had their way, Billy was born in New York. According to journalists in the 1870s and 1880s who played loose with facts (anything to sell a newspaper), New York City would be the perfect place to cite as the Kid’s birthplace. Tall tales detailing the exploits of one of their own would certainly sell mountains of dime novels, magazines, and newspapers on the East Coast, where people were fascinated by the Wild West and western desperados. So why not portray this desperado as a New Yorker who headed west? No one would question the accuracy.

However, recent research is pointing more to his birthplace as Utica, New York. Catherine worked for a wealthy family in that city. Some argue, logically, that William Henry McCarty was likely born in Indiana, possibly Indianapolis, because Catherine McCarty showed up in the Indianapolis City Directory in 1868 with the home address of 199 North East Street. Neither of her sons was listed, which, unfortunately, was a common practice.

But why would Catherine travel all the way west to Indiana? Relocating two young sons from New York City or Utica to Indianapolis on her own would be a challenge even under good circumstances. She had to have had a compelling reason to move.

Indianapolis had become a hub of the Midwest in the 1860s, full of army forts. Maybe she relocated to Indiana because the 35th Indiana Infantry Regiment, the state’s first Irish American regiment, was organized at Indianapolis in 1861. Perhaps her husband Michael McCarty enlisted in the Union army there.

Indiana was also home to Camp Morton, a major prisoner- of-war camp for Confederate prisoners in 1862. Although there is no logical reason a man from New York would join the Confederate cause, it is possible Catherine’s husband was a Confederate soldier, captured and then imprisoned in Indianapolis. But, logically, would a young woman with two small children travel all the way from New York to Indiana to be close to her imprisoned husband? Not likely. No, she would stay home, as did thousands of other wives, and hope and pray he’d make it back alive.

During the war years, Indianapolis’s population escalated, and businesses sprung up, offering ample employment opportunities. Did Catherine see the opportunity of opening her own business—a laundry and boardinghouse?

With the booming population came a wide variety of entertainment. Theaters and performances of all types captivated crowds. These attractions included minstrel shows, burlesque, variety shows, circuses, operettas, concerts, drama, opera, and others. For thirty-something Catherine McCarty, a spry Irish woman who loved to sing and dance, this must have been a wonderful place to live.




WHAT ABOUT CATHERINE’S OTHER SON, JOSEPH?

Billy wasn’t Catherine’s only son. Around 1863, she gave birth to Joseph Bonney McCarty, possibly in Utica, New York. Of course, questions linger about the identity of Joseph’s father but also of Joseph’s year of birth.

Many records point to 1863. Joseph gave his age as seventeen in the 1880 Colorado census, meaning he would have been born in 1863—making him two years younger than Billy. Backed by convincing evidence is an 1885 Arapahoe County, Colorado, census showing his age as twenty-one, again making him born in 1863. And then on a voting registration form that Joseph filled out in October 1916, he gave his age as fifty-three, making his birth year 1863.

There is little doubt he was born in 1863, two years after his brother Billy.

Questions have surrounded Billy and Joseph’s relationship for years. Did they get along? More than likely they did, although there is no record of Josie (as he was called) attending any of the dances his mom and brother enjoyed.

Billy and his brother grew up together moving from possibly New York to Indiana to Kansas to Denver to New Mexico, first Santa Fe and then Silver City. Were they close siblings? Certainly, they went to school together, being two of thirty students, and did chores together, but not much has been written about Billy’s brother.

The boys’ lives in Silver City have been well documented through memoirs of their childhood friends, school records, and newspaper accounts. They were, in all probability, half brothers, especially when comparing appearances. Billy was described as small for his age with slender and delicate hands, small feet, and a soft, high voice. His Silver City friend, Anthony Conner, figured “he was undersized, and really girlish looking. I don’t think he weighed over seventy-five pounds.” However, no doubt in Anthony’s mind, in 1873, “Billy was about twelve years old.”Best known for his famous slightly bucked front teeth, Billy smiled and laughed often. Friend Chauncey Truesdell remembered Billy as “a mild mannered, flaxen-haired, blue-eyed boy.”4

Joseph, however, was “larger and very husky,” said Chauncey. “He looked to be a year and a half or two older than Henry.”5




WHERE DID THE NAME “BONNEY” COME FROM?

Theories run rampant about Joseph’s middle name and the Kid’s use of the name Bonney (i.e., William H. Bonney, Billy Bonney). Where did it come from?

One theory that makes sense about the name Bonney suggests that while living in Utica, New York, lovely early thirty-something Catherine worked for John Munn and his wealthy family. In the 1860 census, we find that (according to the 1858–1859 city directory) eight doors up the street lived John J. Bonney and Edward Finch Bonney, one older and one younger than Catherine.6

Rumors flew of a tryst or liaison, but with which brother is unclear. Was Joseph’s father a Bonney? Otherwise, why did she choose to give her son the middle name of Bonney? And why did Billy choose that particular surname as an alias? Coincidence? Probably not.

Another conjecture is that Bonney is Catherine’s actual maiden name. Some historians theorize it could be her first married name, with McCarty and Antrim coming later. Other historians think Billy was calling himself “handsome” since bonney / bonnie in Irish means “good looking.” Bonito in Spanish means “pretty.” (The valley in which Lincoln sits is Bonito Valley.) Was he calling himself “Billy the Beautiful?” He was known for his sense of humor. Will we ever know for sure? Probably not.




A LOGICAL DEDUCTION

Two big questions have been presented here. Why did Catherine move from New York to Indianapolis, a journey of more than 700 miles, with two small children, and where did the Bonney name come from? These produce more questions.

This author has put together reasonings that make sense. While certain facts are concrete, some are conjecture, but human nature hasn’t changed in the past several hundred years. It was 1868 when we know Catherine was in Indianapolis. If Billy was born in 1861, he would have been around seven and Joseph probably around five.

More than likely, a year or two after Michael McCarty died, Catherine fell in love with one of the Bonney men, either John or Edward. Their liaison produced a son, Joseph Bonney McCarty. Catherine was a blue-collar working-class woman, most likely Catholic, and pregnant outside of marriage. Living in a mainly Protestant, anti-Irish environment, no doubt when Bonney’s well-to-do family discovered Catherine was with child, the family erupted with disdain. Probably being concerned about their standing in society (after all, how would it look to other well-financed families of New York?), they considered options. With the knowledge their son produced an illegitimate heir to their kingdom, they did one of two things: the Bonney family disinherited their son (which would certainly cause a scandal) or, most likely, made Catherine leave. Otherwise, why else would she travel so far?

In all likelihood, Bonney escorted Catherine and the two boys to Indianapolis—possibly as far west as the train traveled. Assuming he still had access to family money, he set her up in Indiana with a house and possibly tools to run a business. If he was truly invested, Bonney probably sent her money from time to time, like a modern-day child support payment. From there, they went their separate ways.

In Indianapolis, she identified herself as Michael McCarty’s widow in the 1868 census because she was. Society of the day would have shunned a woman who admitted to having one (or both) of her children born out of wedlock and divorced women too. It was much easier to admit being a widow, something quite common after the Civil War.






CHAPTER TWO

LITTLE HOUSE ON THE FRONTIER


“He was a mere boy in appearance, always jovial and high-spirited; but in an emergency he always stood out as a leader, quick, resolute and firm.”

—GEORGE L. BARBER (SECOND HUSBAND OF SUSAN MCSWEEN)




ENTER BILL ANTRIM

CIVIL WAR LIFE FOR CATHERINE IN INDIANAPOLIS MUST HAVE been difficult, especially with no husband to help guide two growing boys. In order to make ends meet and put food on the table, she baked goods and took in washing and boarders, something she would continue to do for the rest of her life.

Just how exactly Catherine McCarty met William Henry Harrison Antrim in Indianapolis is anybody’s guess. Bill Antrim was a twenty-five-year-old laborer and teamster, one who drove wagons and lived a few blocks away. Had he delivered something to Catherine? Had she taken in his wash? No matter the circumstances, Catherine and Bill met around 1865, and thus began a long-term relationship.

More is known about the person who became Billy the Kid’s stepfather, Bill Antrim, than is known about the McCarty clan. Born at Huntsville, Indiana, in 1842 (this made him twelve years Catherine’s junior), Bill was the fifth boy in a family of seven. Bill’s father, Levi, was a merchant and proprietor of a hotel in nearby Anderson. While in school, Bill Antrim and his siblings washed dishes, hauled wood, and waited tables at the hotel.

In June 1862, twenty-year-old Bill Antrim enlisted in the Union army, mustering in as a private with the 54th Regiment of the Indiana Volunteer Infantry. He and the troops marched forty-two miles to Indianapolis, and then Antrim spent three months on guard duty at Camp Morton before he mustered out of service. From the few photographs available, he was about five feet, ten inches tall with a fair complexion, light-colored hair, and blue-gray eyes. He was slim but strongly built with somewhat stooped shoulders.

Staying in the city, he moved to 58 Cherry Street and became a driver and clerk at the Merchants Union Express Company, located within a few blocks from the McCarty residence on North East Street.

In the mid-1860s, Indianapolis was poised to house the steam locomotives bringing goods and people to and from the West. By this time, it boomed with commerce, using coal as power. Indianapolis choked with coal smoke filling the air, darkening skies, making eyes and noses water, and making breathing difficult. Little thought was given to what effects such particulates in the air would do to people’s health. Progress was at hand, and nothing would stop commercial growth.

Was this where Catherine contracted tuberculosis, known then as consumption? Crowded city conditions and cold, wet weather, combined with her hands in hot, sudsy water all day, certainly may have contributed to her catching such a disease. Since laundry was her business, Catherine spent most of her days in a closed-off, steamy environment. Although her business was successful, she looked to move somewhere drier and less crowded in the hopes of improving her health.




WICHITA BOUND

Although Indianapolis offered many employment possibilities, the state had become settled, and much of the land was privately owned. Times were exciting, and new territories were opening for settlement. In 1869, the government offered the Osage Indian Trust Lands in Kansas to the general public for homestead settlement.1 Requirements? Move onto a 160-acre quarter section of land and within five years perform certain improvements. Homesteading required minimal financing, which suited Catherine and Bill’s situation. Catherine had to move to satisfy a craving to own property, and where better than a growing frontier town to raise her boys? Catherine’s tuberculosis had to have been another driving factor. Doctors knew the only hope—no cure, just hope—was a dry climate. Wichita, Kansas, was drier. And clearer.

Wichita sounded perfect.

Whether it was for clearer skies or the excitement of moving to a growing frontier town, Catherine and her boys, nine-year-old Billy and seven-year-old Josie, shrugged off gray skies and cold, wet winters and headed west for Wichita in 1870.

Bill Antrim went too.

Aware of the stigma brought by the impropriety of two unmarried adults living together, upon arriving, Antrim bought property and built a cabin six miles outside of town. There he worked as a small farmer. Catherine resided in town. She and the boys lived upstairs in the building where she ran her laundry service on North Main Street.

It was here where William Henry McCarty would spend fourteen months on the real frontier, influenced by truly wild and unruly frontier characters.

Located in the heart of Wichita’s up-and-coming business district, Catherine McCarty’s City Laundry attracted a steady stream of customers from the day she opened. Her business did well enough to merit mention in the March 15, 1871, inaugural edition of the Wichita Tribune:


[image: Wichita, Kansas, main street, ca. 1870. On July 21, 1870, Catherine McCarty signed a petition to incorporate the town of Wichita. Of 124 signers, she was the only woman. William Antrim signed below her. The judge granted the petition, and the town of Wichita was born. PHOTO COURTESY OF WICHITA/SEDGWICK COUNTY HISTORICAL MUSEUM]
Wichita, Kansas, main street, ca. 1870. On July 21, 1870, Catherine McCarty signed a petition to incorporate the town of Wichita. Of 124 signers, she was the only woman. William Antrim signed below her. The judge granted the petition, and the town of Wichita was born.

PHOTO COURTESY OF WICHITA/SEDGWICK COUNTY HISTORICAL MUSEUM




The City Laundry is kept by Mrs. McCarty,

To whom we recommend those

Who wish to have their linen made clean2





Wichita’s Humble Start

Near the end of the Civil War, Jesse Chisolm (not to be confused with cattle baron John Simpson Chisum), a Scot Cherokee trader and honorary member of the Wichita tribe, settled on the plains near a village of peaceful Wichita Indians. Here he established a trading post. In addition to the post, Chisolm, with the help of Black Beaver, a Lenape (Delaware) guide and rancher, plotted a path where cattle could be driven from Texas ranches to Kansas railheads. It remained as such until the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad built a branch line in Wichita in 1872.

Newspapers of the 1870s abounded with tales of the crusty pioneer trailblazer, but they failed to mention that Chisolm had died in 1868 on the North Fork of the Canadian River in Indian Territory. Seems













CATHERINE: MOTHER AND BUSINESSWOMAN











PERILS OF FRONTIER LIFE
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