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John P. Meadows as a young man, from Charles A. Siringo’s The Song Companion of a Lone Star Cowboy; Old Favorite Cow-Camp Songs (Norwood, Pa.: Norwood Editions, 1975 [1919]).
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“I am not going to leave the country, and I am not
going to reform, neither am I going to be taken
alive again.”

—Billy the Kid to John P. Meadows,
on the Peñasco, c. May 1–2, 1881
(quoted in Roswell Daily Record,
February 16, 1931, page 6).
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Map 1.  Arizona, New Mexico, and West Texas, with place names in John Meadows’s reminiscences. Map courtesy of the author.
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Map 2.  Southern New Mexico, with places mentioned in John Meadows’s reminiscences. Map courtesy of the author.
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In 1985–86 Thomas Caperton and the New Mexico State Monuments division supported the research for my history of Lincoln, New Mexico, published in 1987. While engaged in this I came across John P. Meadows’s reminiscences of “Billy the Kid As I Knew Him,” a typed manuscript in the Philip J. Rasch files at Lincoln State Monument. I soon learned that some of Meadows’s stories had appeared in the Alamogordo News in 1935 and 1936.

In 1996 I compiled and partially annotated Meadows’s recollections. Apart from what he said in his own stories, his personal history was virtually unknown. He had not attracted attention from historians, and persons who remembered him had known him only casually or when they were children, more than sixty years earlier. The latter half of his life, from c. 1900 to 1936, had to be worked out from primary documents.

Dr. David Townsend of Alamogordo, New Mexico, introduced me to Mr. George Abbott, who as Otero County Treasurer in the 1930s recalled John Meadows as a nice-looking man who dressed well in Western style. Mrs. Norma Cinert and Lucille Marr had known him when they were children in Tularosa, New Mexico. They told me about his purchase of a whole block in downtown Tularosa (the Meadows Block), reportedly with money obtained from his second wife, a woman named Encarnación Gutiérrez, and that he lost this property in the 1930s, probably through a foreclosure. They recalled his serving as mayor of Tularosa, his reputation as a storyteller, and another wife in the 1920s.

My wife, Cheryl, found a letter by Meadows in an 1897 newspaper among New Mexico State University Library’s Special Collections. This letter is included here as chapter 18. The Alamogordo Public Library staff made available their early Tularosa and Alamogordo newspaper microfilms. They also guided me to a local genealogist, Mrs. Jo Anderson, who told me the names of John Meadows’s parents and first wife, and some personal details such as Charlie Siringo’s dedication of The Song Companion of a Lone Star Cowboy to him. She had the information at hand because another researcher, name unknown or misplaced, had been inquiring about Meadows’s family history. Mrs. Anderson regrettably passed away in February 2001.

In 1996 Mr. Abbott showed me how to use the books in the county clerk’s office at the Otero County Courthouse. I built upon this knowledge during subsequent visits and also was allowed to examine the bound volumes of early Tularosa and Alamogordo newspapers on file there. I very much appreciate the assistance of both Mr. Abbott and the staff in the county clerk’s office. Later I drove to Tularosa, where Village Clerk Margaret Gonzales allowed me to look through the Minute Book (#2) of the board of trustees, April 6, 1926, to December 2, 1936, and make notes. Meadows served as mayor of Tularosa from May 28, 1926, until May 3, 1928.

My biggest challenge lay in sorting out Meadows’s marriages. From Mrs. Anderson I had learned the name and date of death of his first wife, Delia, who was buried at the cemetery in La Luz, New Mexico. When and where he married her I could not determine.

His second marriage, to Encarnación Gutiérrez, was recorded by an undated marriage certificate filed in the Otero County Clerk’s office in 1901. The county clerks in Lincoln, Chaves, Eddy, and Doña Ana counties; the St. Francis de Paula parish registry office at Tularosa, the New Mexico State Records Center and Archives, and the Archdiocese of Santa Fe all lent their offices to confirming this marriage and to finding the dates of birth, baptism, and death for her, but without result. The Otero County Clerk’s office had the death date, will, and probate file of yet a third wife, Mary (Tucker) Meadows. Eventually an obituary for her was found as well. Meadows had no children by any of his marriages.

Research for this volume, other than what I have acknowledged, is my own. Assembling the illustrations, on the other hand, has meant asking for aid from many others. Among the institutions that provided scanned photos on CDs or photographic prints are the Museum of New Mexico Photo Archives, the New Mexico State University Archives, the Historical Society for Southeast New Mexico, the Nina Stewart Haley Memorial Library, the University of New Mexico’s Center for Southwest Research, and the New Mexico State Records Center and Archives. Several of these I visited repeatedly and Mr. Dennis Daily at the NMSU Archives and Mr. Arthur Olivas at the MNM Photo Archives were both patient and helpful in answering my requests. We didn’t find everything I wanted, but photos of some persons and places may not exist.

The outstanding illustrations among all of these are the scanned and enhanced images of the young (undated) John Meadows; the Tularosa street scene c. 1903; and the 1915 interior of the Meadows Saloon in Tularosa. These and several others of Tularosa were generously provided by Mrs. Norma Cinert and the Tularosa Village Historical Society, with the enhancements done by Mr. Ken Riedlinger, the assistant editor, sports editor, and photographer of the Tularosa Reporter. For these, and to all of the agencies and individuals in Tularosa, Alamogordo, Las Cruces, Santa Fe, and elsewhere who helped to sort out the obscurities in John Meadows’s life, it just suits me (as he might have said) to say thank you very much.

Finally, I have sought to comply with the suggestions offered by the manuscript’s reader, Dr. Richard Melzer of the University of New Mexico at Valencia. One result has been to put the events in John Meadows’s life into the larger context of his place and time. To some degree this has cast me as his biographer, which I had never intended. For turning one more of my manuscripts into a book, I am grateful to David V. Holtby, my editor at the University of New Mexico Press. And for her most excellent job of indexing this work, I thank Mrs. Dawn Santiago of Alamogordo, New Mexico.
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Introduction

Cowboy, army guide, farmer, stock raiser, peace officer, and storyteller. John P. Meadows was all of these at one time or another in his eighty-two years, two-thirds of which he lived in New Mexico. His written legacy is one letter to a Las Cruces, New Mexico, newspaper and a second one at the Kansas State Historical Society, but as he reminisced about his life experiences, some listeners wrote these down. This book will make his stories available to everyone.

John Meadows began life on May 26, 1854, near Mechanicsville, Alabama, the son of M. P. Meadows and Maree Laurett of Georgia. His father was probably hospital steward Miles P. Meadows, who served with the Georgia 5th Infantry Regiment during the Civil War. The family included at least one sister as well. In the absence of family papers or any descendants, nothing is known of John Meadows’s life from 1854 to 1873.1

At the age of nineteen he came to Texas to seek his fortune, arriving in Eastland County (between Fort Worth and Abilene) in the latter part of 1873. He worked off a loan from a cousin for his train and boat fares, then hired out as a camp helper to a buffalo hunter, driving teams to Fort Griffin and Big Spring. This and other experiences he related many years later, in a series of interviews. It is these reminiscences that allow us to follow his trail for the next twenty-five years, until he settled down in Tularosa, New Mexico.

From 1874 until March of 1880, Meadows lived a fiddle-footed life in Texas. A man named Joe Ruggles hired him to punch cows, and while working with this outfit Meadows taught himself how to write. Between 1874 and 1877 he helped herd cattle over various trails, from Fort Griffin and Fort Concho as far west as El Paso, north to Trinidad, Colorado, and Dodge City, Kansas. The livestock driven to Indian agencies at Fort Sill and Fort Reno in present-day western Oklahoma were called commissary herds, issued as rations. These long drives in the peak years of the range cattle industry led him from Fort Stockton to Seven Rivers and Fort Sumner in New Mexico as well.2

In the winter of 1876–77, Meadows took up with Old Man Knox (“Uncle George” Knox) and hunted buffalo in the Fort Griffin country north of modern Abilene, Texas, until they “were about all gone,” as he put it. Knox, whom he called “a mighty good man,” was one of many frontier personalities John Meadows later characterized in his narratives. He worked for the Millet Brothers driving commissary herds from the Brazos country into Indian Territory (Oklahoma) and then bought a lot of Indian ponies that he took to Colorado. Much of this work brought him no money. Finally, he tried his hand at hunting wolves near Vernon, Texas. This turned hazardous when Comanche Indians raided the wolf hunters’ camps.

Meadows’s narrow escape when the Comanches chased him across an open prairie evidently turned his thoughts to a country he’d visited before—New Mexico. He had worked in cattle outfits with a young man named Tom Norris—“no better man ever lived”—and in the late winter of 1880 “he and me fixed it up to come to New Mexico.” Meadows never looked back.3

John Meadows left no manuscripts, but he related these experiences and many others in interviews with one or more historians and in two serialized newspaper accounts. He was already seventy-six when this started, with the featuring of someone billed only as “Old Timer” in a historical pageant staged in Roswell, New Mexico. Its promoters termed this affair, Days of Billy the Kid In Story, Song and Dance, “one of the most unique and unusual entertainments ever attempted in this city.” A sellout audience packed the junior high school auditorium for the performance on the evening of February 26, 1931. The Roswell Daily Record ran a series of short articles as teasers in the days before to publicize the event and its special guest.

All of this came about because members of the Chaves County Historical Society had taken serious exception to the 1930 MGM movie Billy the Kid. They determined that it should not go unchallenged and arranged for one of the few persons still living who knew both Billy the Kid and Pat Garrett to tell the public “the real facts” of the events of fifty years before.4

When the evening came, more than one thousand people filled the auditorium to capacity. The program included the New Mexico Military Institute Band, square dancers, a fiddlers’ contest, and a new song, “My Pecos Valley Home,” composed and sung by Miss Elizabeth Garrett, daughter of former Sheriff Pat F. Garrett. It was a community affair and many of the persons involved—Hiram Dow, C. D. Bonney, Lucius Dills, Frank Coe—are prominent in Roswell and Pecos Valley history. Conspicuously absent is any reference to Maurice G. Fulton, the well-known Lincoln County War historian who lived in Roswell.5

Whether prompted by the onstage setting of cowboys around a campfire or something less tangible, the “Old-Timer,” now revealed as John P. Meadows of Tularosa, gave a stellar performance. From time to time a person called “Cowboy,” actually C. D. Bonney, would pose a question, starting off with “Tell us all about it, about Billy the Kid.” The audience was not disappointed; Meadows spoke easily and his voice carried throughout the hall.6

Best of all, someone had arranged for a stenographic record. Revised and added to by Meadows, the Roswell newspaper published this in three long articles, in its issues for March 2, 3, and 4, 1931. To judge from the articles, the original narration must have taken hours, but it was well organized, coherent, and quite detailed; Meadows obviously held his audience and spoke without repeating himself. Some of these remarks were not repeated elsewhere; the references to Secundo and the Lapoint Saloon in Las Cruces, New Mexico, are found only in the March 2 article. With the exception of his comments about Billy Wilson, now known to be in error, his recollections that evening are highly creditable. Frazier Hunt, apparently the only author to cite these, included extracts from the Roswell newspaper articles in his 1956 book.7

Hunt used the Maurice G. Fulton Collection, which includes photocopies of the March 2 and 3, 1931, Roswell Daily Record articles. Differences in phrasing and contents show that these were not the source of a typed transcript of Meadows’s reminiscences, found in the Philip J. Rasch files at Lincoln State Monument in Lincoln, New Mexico. This seventy-eight-page manuscript, with an approximate date of 1931, has three main parts: “Cowboy in Texas,” “Overland to California,” and “Billy the Kid as I Knew Him.” Nothing is known about the circumstances that led to its creation, nor do we know whether the titles were Meadows’s own or Fulton’s.

The February 26 “entertainment” in Roswell obviously caught the attention of Texas historian J. Evetts Haley. He interviewed Meadows on four occasions: at Tularosa in 1931 and 1933 and twice at Alamogordo in June of 1936. The Haley interviews have not been examined; the name index to these suggests that they are similar to what is given in the present volume. T. Dudley Cramer cited the Haley Collection as his reference for the Beckwith episode (see chapter 7).8

As a fourth source, the Alamogordo News printed at least thirty-nine articles “as told by John P. Meadows,” all titled individually apart from a six-part series with the heading “My Personal Recollections of ‘Billy the Kid’.” The articles began on August 8, 1935, and continued through June 25, 1936. The one in the June 25 paper concluded with “(THE END),” as if Meadows intended to stop his reminiscences at that point, with Billy the Kid’s escape from the Lincoln County Courthouse. In any event, John Meadows died at Alamogordo on June 23, 1936.9

The old cowboy’s recollections tell nearly all of what we know about his life, from the time he and Tom Norris rode into Fort Sumner in March of 1880 until the late 1890s. He lived at any number of places around southeastern New Mexico while he worked for cattle ranchers, tried farming on his own account, turned to freighting, found employment with the Mescalero Apache agency, then at Eddy, New Mexico, and served as a deputy under Doña Ana County Sheriff Pat Garrett. In 1899 he settled at Tularosa and made it his home until 1933, when he moved to Alamogordo.10
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Fig. 1.  John Meadows’s first article about Billy the Kid, in the Alamogordo News, April 16, 1936.



By 1935, when the Alamogordo News began publishing the stories he related to their reporter, he could have been polishing some of these for up to fifty years. This may explain why there is so little variation when we have multiple versions. Aside from what the articles reveal, details about Meadows’s life in New Mexico (and briefly in Arizona) are hard to come by. The 1880 Census in San Miguel and Lincoln counties, taken during June, did not include John Meadows although Thos. Norris dwelt in Roswell at the time, listed as a stage driver. Early in 1883, the Las Cruces newspaper interviewed John P. Gray of Tularosa about the unsolved murders of the Nesmith family (see chapter 10). Meadows was using the alias of Gray at this time, as he explains in chapter 12. He did not appear under the name Meadows or Gray in the 1885 Territorial Census.11

By the summer of 1885 he had resumed calling himself Meadows, but the Lincoln Golden Era gave a hint of what was to come with its reference to his storytelling:

John Meadows, one of the liveliest boys in the country, was telling big yarns to the boys Monday. John says he went to Kansas City one time with nearly $500 and only stayed three days. At the end of that time he didn’t have a cent, but as he said, “I had three or four car loads of experience.”12

In one story that he dated to January 1892 (chapter 15) he first mentioned his wife, stepdaughter, and brother-in-law Mel Lusk. Although he neglected to give his wife’s name, she was Cordelia Lusk Sikes, known as Delia, born in North Carolina in 1853. Delia had divorced her first husband, John R. Sikes Jr., the date not known. When or where she married Meadows is also unknown; careful searches of the Lincoln, Doña Ana, Eddy, and Chaves County records; the marriage records compiled by the Eddy County Genealogical Society in their journal Pecos Trails; and other sources yielded no information. Perhaps an itinerant minister married them and failed to file a record of their union. Delia’s daughter, Callie Sikes, married Walter Trimble at Weed, New Mexico on December 22, 1892.13 John Meadows obviously felt affection for his wife because his obituaries confirm that he was laid to rest alongside her in the cemetery at La Luz, New Mexico, where her gravestone now stands. She died June 17, 1893; no will or probate file is on record for her.

Although his silence about women was typical for the time, John Meadows might have told us much more when instead he remained quiet. One instance is his own role in the efforts to solve one of New Mexico’s highest-profile murder cases—the presumed murders of Colonel Albert Jennings Fountain and his young son at Chalk Hill on February 1, 1896. More than two years passed before the arrests and preliminary hearing for William Carr and William McNew, both charged with the Fountain murders. At the hearing, Meadows testified that Major W. H. H. Llewellyn had employed him during the search that followed Fountain’s disappearance. It may have been Meadows who found the pool of blood near where the Fountains’ buckboard left the road.14

Territorial Governor W. T. Thornton quickly hired Pat Garrett to work on the Fountain case as a private investigator. Before the end of March (1896) he became chief deputy, and then acting sheriff of Doña Ana County. He assigned E. E. Banner and James Brent as deputies almost immediately, and Meadows’s angry letter of March 10, 1897, tells us that Garrett had sent him and Brent to search for the bodies of Colonel Fountain and his son by August 1, 1896.15

Occasional newspaper references to Meadows show that he continued as a deputy sheriff through 1897 and 1898.16 On April 3, 1898, the same day that Sheriff Garrett arrested Carr and McNew, he sent Deputy Meadows and a posse to the Jarillas and Sacramentos with warrants for Oliver Lee and James Gililland, charging them with the murders of Fountain and his son Henry. This was the posse that followed Lee to his ranch in Dog Canyon, but backed off and returned to Las Cruces when one of his gunmen told them that Lee was not at home!17

Pat Garrett bided his time, until on July 10, 1898, two of his deputies rode into his own ranch, some ten miles north of the Cox ranch, with the news that Lee and Gililland would spend the night at Wildy Well. Garrett promptly set off with four deputies to make an attempted arrest that turned into a famous gun battle instead, with one deputy left dying. Meadows missed this because, as the Rio Grande Republican reported a week before, his foot had recently been wounded by an accidental revolver shot. It was slowly improving and he could walk with the aid of a crutch.18

The creation of Otero County early in 1899 put the site of the Fountain killings beyond Pat Garrett’s jurisdiction, by a little less than one mile. After some complex maneuvering, Lee and Gililland came in and surrendered to Judge Frank Parker in Las Cruces. Their trial was held at Hillsboro in Sierra County, a more neutral location. It opened on May 25, 1899, and ran for eighteen days, during which Meadows was called to testify about the pool of blood. His cross examination revealed that he had once lived under the name of John Gray, and with this the questioning took an entirely new direction in an obvious attempt to discredit the witness:

Defense attorney Albert Fall: “Are you the same John Gray who was indicted in Smith county, Texas, for assault to commit murder, and sent to the penitentiary for two years?”

Meadows began to squirm, grow restless and get red in the face, until he finally turned to the judge and said he claimed the right to explain, if he had to answer all these questions. Fall probably smiled, confident that “he had hit the bull’s eye” as one report put it.

The court assented, and Meadows blurted out: “No, I’m not the same man and never was there! I don’t know nothing about that place.” The courtroom went into an uproar and the tables were abruptly turned on Meadows’s inquisitor. If Fall was not simply fishing, he may have been acting on information about someone else named John Gray, or perhaps he had picked up a whiff of the difficulties that Meadows explains here in chapter 12. In any case there was nothing to it, and perhaps to drive this home, the prosecuting attorney asked him to explain how he came by the name John Gray. Meadows did so, in his own unique way:

It just about suits me to tell that. When I was nothin’ but a boy I worked for John Sellman [Selman] and John Lawrence up about Fort Griffin. I knew them both to be murderers and thieves, but I was nothin’ but a boy and had no sense. People advised me to cut loose from them and I left. The next year people livin’ there took old Lawrence out and killed him and Sellman was afterwards killed by Geo. Scarborough at El Paso.

Some time ago while fishing with Tom Norris, Billy the Kid and some other fellows, some men came along and happened to ask what my name was and Norris told them it was John Gray. That’s how I came by that handle. I sailed under it five years.

One newspaper account said the lawyers, spectators, prisoners, and even the judge “joined in the laughter created by the droll story of the witness,” and a reporter remarked that this was the most hilarious murder trial he ever attended. Even Pat Garrett must have smiled. When the jury received the case, it deliberated a whole eight minutes before declaring the defendants “Not Guilty.” Now the courtroom dissolved in pandemonium.19

In his own mind, Meadows must have had good reasons for keeping silent about all of this in his reminiscences. He continued as a deputy sheriff at least through December of 1898, when another newspaper article, this one unfortunately damaged, hints at a more successful ending to a shoot-’em-up at La Luz, at that time still in Doña Ana County:

The six-shooter, hip hurrah element, undertook to run a “blazer” over Deputy Sheriffs Meadows and Wilson, at La Luz, the other night. The battle stood ten to two, … deputies came out victori- … fellows came out.… amento.20

By next spring his days as a lawman had evidently ended; the Las Cruces paper noted that John Meadows came down from Tularosa the previous day and would leave tomorrow for Silver City.21

Perhaps Meadows moved to Tularosa in expectation of getting married again. The lady who soon became his second wife, Encarnación Gutiérrez, is elusive. She was born Encarnación Patron in March 1859, almost certainly a younger sister of Juan Patron of Lincoln County War fame. She married Joe Rafael Gutiérrez on December 6, 1873; the only marriage at this period recorded in the Catholic register for Santa Rita Parish in Lincoln County.22 As a fourteen-year-old bride, she had a very traumatic introduction to married life. It would have been her wedding baile at Lincoln that the Horrell brothers shot up on the night of December 20, 1873, in a notorious incident of Lincoln County’s Horrell War. Her father, Isidro, and three other persons died in the gunfire.23

Oral tradition in Tularosa has it that Rafael or Ralph Gutiérrez became a gold miner and he supposedly left Encarnación with a lot of money. By 1895 she was a widow and had begun buying properties in Tularosa. Then in Book 1, Otero County Marriages, we find recorded her marriage to John P. Meadows by the parish priest at Tularosa, Father Migeon. However, the certificate filed for record on May 18, 1901, gave her name as Encarnación Patron and left the date of this marriage blank. The 1900 census schedule for Tularosa did list John Meadows with wife Encarnación, married one year, living with two of her six children. The St. Francis de Paula parish registry office in Tularosa has no record of Encarnación Patron, Gutiérrez, or Meadows, from 1869 to 1947. Neither does the New Mexico Bureau of Vital Records.24

What became of her is not known. In 1931 Meadows filed a sworn statement, probably to clear a property title, that said Encarnación P. Meadows was his lawful wife on March 11, 1905. By the 1910 Census, Meadows had no one living with him at La Luz and listed himself as a general farmer.25 Presumably she died sometime between 1905 and 1910, but none of the surviving newspapers yielded a death notice. No will or estate probate is on file for her in Otero County. Nor did my search of Otero County deed records determine what became of her property holdings in Tularosa. These could have passed to her children, although the 1931 declaration indicates that her husband may have held some interest. Both owned lots in Block 34 of downtown Tularosa, but they bought these at different times, Encarnación in 1895 and
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