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The Magruder Incident

The high mountain sky was mostly blue, but dark gray clouds were rolling in; the brisk air required only the shelter of shirt-sleeves, but the wind turned periodically chill. It was early October in the Bitterroot Mountains when the nine men made their way west on a barely visible trail.

They were six days out of Bannack, six days walking with their small pack train out of the valley and up into the mountains, a month later than most packers wanted to be traveling. The mountains were rugged, and the only good thing to say about their situation was that the range’s divide—the highest point of their journey—was a couple of days behind them. They were into the Clearwater River basin now, but high up above the river, sloshing through the thinnest of its headwaters from time to time. Snow sometimes fell up here in October, and the nine men were eager to move on.

Apart from that, the agendas of the nine men were not all the same.

The pack leader was Lloyd Magruder, a businessman who lived in Lewiston—a hundred miles or so west—now returning from dropping off a large pack train of supplies in the Montana mining camps. Most of his crew remained in Bannack or Virginia City, but his chief packer, Charles Allen, was headed back with him.

They had not wanted to make the risky trek alone, so they threw out a net for other men to accompany them. Fellow packer Bill Phillips was also headed west—either to Lewiston or Walla Walla. Two brothers, named Chalmers, were a pair of runabouts looking for work. The youngest of the bunch was Billy Page, a teenaged adventure seeker returning to his digs in Walla Walla. Three other rough-looking characters, who seemed to have knocked around the West but whose backgrounds were a little mysterious, were David Renton, Christopher Lower, and James Romain.

Magruder, who knew the way better than the others, was satisfied with their progress. The sun started its slip behind the mountains ahead, and as the group rounded its way into a clearing, bounded by a ravine on one side and a low cliff on the other, Magruder called a halt and announced that they’d camp here for the night.

Allen, less familiar with this path than Magruder but aware of mountain weather, pulled out his tent. “We’ll have snow in the morning,” he declared. Magruder looked pensive; the others all said Allen was overreacting, tossed out their bedrolls, and started a couple of campfires. They set the horses to graze on the far side of the clearing.

Darkness was falling by the time they’d finished eating. Magruder, puffing his pipe, was still mulling over the weather. He had agreed to take the first shift on guard, together with Lower. They walked into the forest, Magruder with his rifle and Lower with an ax, to gather more wood. They returned and piled it on the fires. Magruder caught a glimpse of the kid, Billy Page, watching this activity—he seemed to have a case of the nerves, no telling about what.

Magruder put it out of his mind as the night wore on. He and Lower talked by the fire, and then Renton, who said he’d had trouble getting to sleep, joined them. The night was silent but for the crackling of the fire and the softly spoken words of the men around it.

Renton remarked that the fire needed more wood and offered to cut some. Lower stood up, grabbed his ax, and said he’d join him. Magruder nodded and leaned forward to light his pipe by the fire.

At that moment, Lower swung the flat of his ax and smashed it through the back of Magruder’s skull, smacking his head forward into the fire. Magruder died instantly. But Renton grabbed the ax and swung it down on Magruder’s head again, just to make sure.

That was the start of the killing.

Renton gestured to Romain—the third in his group—and they walked over to Page, who was awake and wide-eyed. “You awake?” Renton asked.

Page, in near-shock, nodded.

“Good,” he said, “stay there.”

It’s happening, Page thought as he lay there, frozen in place. Lower had hinted a few days before that this would happen, and he hadn’t believed it. Now he was lying in the middle of a killing ground.

Romain and Renton walked softly to where the Chalmers brothers slept, and each brought an ax head down on one of the brothers. After a few muffled groans, they were gone.

They slipped back near Page, where Phillips was asleep, and smashed in his skull.

That left Allen, sleeping in his tent. This called for a change of tactics, so Renton ducked back to his bedroll, grabbed his shotgun, made his way to Allen’s tent, and shot through it—blowing off part of Allen’s head.

Apart from the three killers, only Page was left. Romain walked over to him. “You’re scared,” he observed. “You’re all atremble. No need to worry,” he said. “All the dirty work is done.”
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North-central Idaho is rugged, challenging country, almost entirely mountainous. Even today it remains lightly settled, and few roads traverse it. The stretch of US Highway 12 that passes through Idaho—which travelers drive from Lewiston on the west border of Idaho to Lolo, Montana, just past the east border—was completed only in the 1960s. South or north of that, the next highway system running east–west is more than a hundred miles away. But there is also one very rough, unpaved, and difficult backcountry road, a pathway running along the thin gap between the Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness and the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness. It is sometimes hiked or bicycled, and occasionally driven with great care in motor vehicles, but it is so rough that it is not usually described as a road. Most people, and even official government publications, call it the Magruder Corridor.

It was named for Lloyd Magruder, a Lewiston man, one of the city’s first businessmen. Modern-day travelers struggling along the corridor can at least take heart that their experience on the road is better than his.

Magruder brought his wife and children from California to Lewiston in 1862. Down in California, he had heard all about the spectacular new gold fields up north, at Pierce and Orofino. He was ambitious but not grasping, rather a steadier, more stolid figure than the mining country usually attracted. Magruder had little interest in mining, but he knew if miners were nearby, they would need a place to spend their money.

Sensing opportunity in the new town of Lewiston, a kind of base camp for the miners in the Clearwater River country, he decided to set up as a merchant and shipper of general goods, as he had in California. By his first fall there, he watched the Clearwater River gold fields at Pierce and Orofino dwindle rapidly, and the booming mining communities almost collapsed.

But Lewiston itself didn’t suffer, largely because new mining fields were sprouting still further east, much further, over the Bitterroot Mountains in what is now Montana, centered around a quickly sprung town called Bannack. Although it was more than 150 miles away, Lewiston was the best available supply center for the Montana mines, and by the spring of 1863 several Lewiston packers, Magruder among them, were making money hauling flour, food, whiskey, and other supplies from Lewiston to Bannack over a very rough Indian trail.

It was a slight trail, difficult for hikers and even tougher for pack animals, climbing to seven thousand feet in some places. Magruder’s team had a sixty-mule train and about two dozen packers.

The heat of August had arrived, but everyone knew that in the higher reaches, snow would begin falling in September, while the team would probably still be on its way back. Magruder was determined to make one more run, though, and packed his train to leave in mid-August.

Send-off from Lewiston was an event. Most of Lewiston’s children were there to watch, along with many of the business owners and Magruder’s wife.

Magruder’s friend Hill Beachey, owner of the new Lewiston hotel called the Luna House, walked up shortly before departure. Husky but energetic—he was often described as “hyperactive”—Beachey showed up with a present: a new rifle, which he pressed on Magruder, who at first said he wouldn’t need it. Beachey didn’t tell Magruder the reason for his urgency, but he would tell people in town over the days to come: The night before, he’d dreamed that Magruder had been attacked and killed out in the wilderness.

The trip east unfolded efficiently. Magruder stopped at Fort Lapwai, where he dined with the commander of the fort, an old friend. He avoided the old Pierce and Orofino mining camps but passed through a couple of Indian encampments, where he engaged in some light trading. The pack train pulled in for supplies at Elk City, a small mining encampment, and there he was surprised to find a letter addressed to him. It was signed by the Nez Perce County Democrats, who were casting about for a candidate for the new territorial congressional seat. Magruder had been elected to office before, as clerk of Yuba County, California. He was popular enough in Lewiston to be a credible prospect, and the Democrats asked him his views on the issues of the day, especially on the Lincoln administration. Magruder, a native Marylander who had lived for years in the South, had no use for the Lincoln administration and said so.

He posted his reply and headed east in a good mood. Then, tracing the Clearwater River back to its headwaters, he and the pack train began the long climb up into the Bitterroot Mountains. Working steadily, they managed about ten to fifteen miles a day.

Magruder’s mood darkened when the train arrived at Bannack. One reason was that the gold boom, running so strong only a few months before, already had petered out. Because of this the town was depopulating. But Magruder was also bothered by something else—the new sheriff at Bannock. He knew him, and really wished he didn’t. His name was Henry Plummer.

In a time and place where people had arrived but the law was still struggling to catch up, Plummer walked every side of the fence. Too ambitious to stay home in New England, he arrived in California just behind the curve of the gold rush. Unable to cash in on the easy finds, but charismatic and more cultured than most of the new Californians, Plummer was elected a town marshal.

He held the position only briefly, soon shooting and killing two men for no lawful reason, which led to a stretch at San Quentin. Seeking a new start, Plummer moved north and scouted prospects around the north Idaho gold fields. In July 1862, a year earlier, Plummer had checked into Hill Beachey’s Luna House, and Beachey and Magruder had taken note of the unsavory types—with rustling, robbing, and killing histories—with whom Plummer hung out. Plummer seemed to be setting himself up for another run at elective office, but his reputation was poor in Lewiston. He soon moved on to Bannack; Beachey and Magruder were glad to see him go.

At Bannack, Plummer met more old acquaintances, with different results this time. In the bars he ran into a man named Cleveland, whom he had known and collided with in California. One night, Cleveland went out of his way to attack Plum-mer and a woman he was with in a bar. Plummer did not let it go. Days later, in another bar, Plummer shot Cleveland dead. The Bannack sheriff investigating the incident figured Plummer for a bad actor and, on the street, took a shot at him and hit him
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in the arm. Having failed to kill Plummer, the sheriff quit town, and Plummer was elected sheriff to replace him.

Magruder quickly made his way through Bannack and headed on to Virginia City, which he’d heard was the place with the newest gold boom. His information was correct, and once he connected with the people in town, he did a bustling business there. But the extra travel and extra negotiating time had cost him. The calendar now read mid-September, and the road home, over those seven-thousand-foot elevations, would be difficult and dangerous. Most of his original pack crew, finding the mining opportunities good at Virginia City, decided to winter there, or maybe stay longer. Magruder cut most of his pack loose and, at the end of September, started back with only his chief packer, Charles Allen.

And $18,000, mostly in gold dust.

Because of the gold, a 150-mile run to Lewiston by so small a number of travelers—only two men, bringing back several horses, equipment, and valuables—was risky. So Magruder scouted around Bannack to add new men to bulk up his traveling group to a sturdier size. In the case of three of his additions, he chose poorly.

Money, when it weighed down a pocket as heavily as Magruder’s, did not long stay a secret in the mining camps. Before long Plummer, the sheriff at Bannack, was well apprised. Pondering the opportunity, he was also considering what to do about three ne’er-do-wells who had settled in at Bannack: David Renton, Christopher Lower, and James Romain. He decided to solve both problems at once: He told the three about the money headed west on the Indian trail, and settled back to await his share of the loot—unless the three decided to run, in which case he’d deal with them later.

The three, together with a young tagalong named Billy Page, who was unaware of their plans, linked up with Magruder and Allen, along with three others—two brothers named Chalmers, and a packer named Bill Phillips—who were glad to have additional men to fortify their expedition. They left Bannack on October 3 and headed west, just as winter season was preparing to hit in the high mountains.

The group had good weather as they climbed the Bitterroots, and within three days they were over the heights and into the Clearwater Valley. They encountered two horsemen headed in the opposite direction, but no one else. This was open wilderness, with no people around.

Three days into the trip, after making camp, Lower pulled Page aside and told him Magruder was carrying $18,000 in gold, and he, Renton, and Romain meant to have it. That would probably mean killing. “If you value your life,” he said, “stay alert but keep quiet.”

A couple of nights later, deep in the wilderness, came the killings.

Job one was cleaning up after the killings. Renton brought


















Suggested Reading

Outlaws in the American West have been a popular subject ever since they were around doing their dirty deeds, or in some cases being wrongly accused of them. Most libraries of even modest size will include a number of volumes about crime on the frontier.


One of the most enjoyable, even more than half a century since its publication, is the Pictorial History of the Wild West: A true account of the bad men, desperadoes, rustlers, and outlaws of the old West—and the men who fought them to establish law and order by James David Horan.


A more recent and highly dramatic overview of some of the bad men of the West is Draw: The Greatest Gunfights of the American West by James Reasoner.


For general local storytelling about Idaho history, one book stands preeminent: Idaho for the Curious by Cort Conley. Its 704 pages, organized as a highway travelogue, are a wealth of background about the places of Idaho, including many of the amusing, chastening, or sometimes simply odd stories in its past. Idaho for the Curious makes references to a number of the crimes and criminals in this book.


Probably the finest single piece of sustained historical writing about Idaho is Big Trouble by J. Anthony Lukas. Ostensibly about the Big Bill Haywood trial of 1906 (mentioned briefly in this book, in the chapter about Harry Orchard), it is actually about much more—the whole American scene of that era. It contains a remarkably detailed and precise account of Boise in the new twentieth century, a fascinating picture that warrants rereading. Besides touching on the Orchard case, Lukas brings in a great deal of other material, including the Levy murder case in Boise.


Finally, I’d be remiss not to mention another book, an overview of Idaho history you might well enjoy if you enjoyed this book: It Happened in Idaho (Globe Pequot Press) and written by the author of this present volume.


A few specific notes about some of the incidents recounted in this book:




	The Magruder murders have entered into the category of basic Idaho lore, moderately well known among historians even if a little obscure yet to the general public. The most thorough accounting of the incident, and the most enjoyable read, is This Bloody Deed. Author Ladd Hamilton, a longtime editor at the daily newspaper at Lewiston, devoted years pulling together the details of the case and carefully examined court records and other documents unavailable to many earlier researchers. The book’s usefulness is limited only by Hamilton’s “novelizing” the story in some places.



All of the references are useful, however, and balance competing points of view when accounts differ, as they do in several instances. Julia Welch in The Magruder Murders, for example, concluded that Henry Plummer was not involved with the Magruder murders, while Hamilton thought otherwise.





	The Patterson-Pinkham feud generated no books or magazine articles, but veteran Idaho historian Arthur Hart did devote a chapter of his Idaho city history, Basin of Gold: Life in Boise Basin, 1862–1890, to the feud, and especially its aftermath. Several lengthy recollections of the events have also survived. Clyde L. Johnson’s report, “Ferd Patterson,” piecing together many of the details, dates from the 1950s.

	The primary references on the Levy case come from the extensive newspaper coverage in the Idaho Statesman in 1901, although the coverage has to be dissected carefully; much of the prose was purple, and so was some of the reporting.



The case is also referenced, substantially, in an extensive Boise State University thesis study of prostitution in Boise, which provides significant useful guidance. It also turns up in a more limited but still useful way in Lukas’s Big Trouble.




	Of all the figures in this book, none has been scrutinized more thoroughly by historians than Harry Orchard, the assassin of a governor and for a brief time, a century ago, a name known internationally.




David Grover’s Debaters and Dynamiters for some years stood as the leading account of the Orchard case and its aftermath, and it remains the most thorough account of the Haywood trial itself. More recently, the massive and magisterial Big Trouble by J. Anthony Lukas, which focused on the Steunenberg assassination and its aftermath, has emerged as what looks like the last word on the larger-picture subject. Although not focusing on Orchard personally, it included a detailed and (as with everything else in the book) exhaustively researched section about him. Big Trouble and its sources have been a key source for this chapter.


Many of the confessions in this chapter, however, are primarily based not on Big Trouble, Debaters and Dynamiters, nor the widely published 1907 Orchard autobiography The Confessions and Autobiography of Harry Orchard, but on a more recent development. In the spring of 2006 the estate of governor Frank Gooding delivered to the Idaho Historical Society a new version of Orchard’s confessions—actually, the first version of his confessions before Orchard, attorneys, and others began gently massaging them. Even the original margin notes are visible. This chapter is based primarily on this newly discovered confession; there is some thought among Idaho historians that the newly discovered version may be a little closer to Orchard’s actual story but, as noted in the chapter, it should not be taken as indisputable truth. A photocopy of it is available for review in the special documents room of the Idaho Historical Society.




	We should note a serious difficulty in telling the story of Deadshot Reed: The accounts of his life vary so sharply that certainty is elusive. Most of what is available can be found in two short book-length accounts, which at times seem almost to be describing two different men. One is a near memoir, the “as-told-to” account Rewards of Rage by Art Colson. It has the advantage of emerging, to a degree at least, from the mouth of the horse, since Colson was an acquaintance of Reed’s from the 1930s until his death in 1958. Reed and some of his family members apparently were the main sources for the book. The problem is the flip side of that: Reed’s own memory of some long-ago events may have been faulty, and—in the manner of more than one figure of the old West—in places he may have let a good story trump the facts. Beyond that, Reed had been dead nearly forty years by the time the book was published, allowing for more discrepancies. Still, it can’t be disregarded. It is the closest we have to Reed’s own perspective.

	For Better or For Worse, written six years later (and evidently partly in response to Colson’s book) by Kathy Hill is a more conventional biography lacking some of the color of Rewards of Rage but with broader research through the paper record and more interviews. The chapter in this book relies more on the Hill treatment than on Colson, but incorporates some of the references in each.




There are also indirect personal accounts. The author’s wife talked with one of Reed’s sons, Pat, on a number of occasions in the 1970s, and Deadshot Reed stories have circulated regularly over the years in the central Idaho backcountry.




	Finally, the story of the serial-killing wife has been irresistible for a number of writers. The most extensive treatment (novelized but largely factual) is in William Anderson’s Lady Bluebeard. In his research Anderson collected a number of original source materials for his book, and those original materials are still located in his collection at the Albertson Library at Boise State University, Boise. The author extends thanks to the family for permission to examine and quote from those materials.
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