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Epigraph

LOOK LIKE TH’ INNOCENT FLOWER, BUT BE THE SERPENT UNDER ’T.

—Lady Macbeth

I AM A FRIEND TO ANY BRAVE OR GALLANT OUTLAW.

—Myra Maybelle Shirley, aka Belle Starr
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Prologue

A Lethal Twilight

EXACTLY WHAT TRANSPIRED ON that cold and rain-cursed day in Indian Territory, on the silted banks of the South Canadian River, was known to only two people—neither of whom would be in a position to discuss it with anyone by day’s end. But between the little that is known and the much that is not, we can imagine.

We know that on the third of February, in the year 1889, just two days shy of her forty-first birthday, Myra Maybelle Shirley mounted her horse following a short visit with friends—a small gathering of Choctaw and Cherokee neighbors, and the white sharecroppers who leased their land. We know that corn pone was served and that local gossip was shared, all of which was fairly standard Sunday fare. We know that she stayed no more than an hour before bidding her hosts farewell and clopping away through the frigid mud and the fading light, back toward her log house at Younger’s Bend. And we know that this was the last time any of them would see her alive.

We can imagine this woman sitting straight and proud in her sidesaddle—weary but unbowed after serving time in federal prison, after losing a brother and two husbands to gunfights, and even after having just escorted a fourth husband partway to Fort Smith, to face charges of larceny. Her face is weathered and creased from a lifetime spent running from the law, but the stubborn defiance that burns in her eyes bears testament to a deeper resilience. She has seen everything, done everything, she ever set out to—she has nothing left to prove, to herself or anyone else. We can imagine her in relatively simple attire on this day, forsaking the black velvet and plumed Stetsons she sports in town for the plainer garb she wears among friends. She has even left her favorite pair of pistols behind; she saw no reason to carry them on such a familiar road, so close to home. Especially now that the heydays of her outlaw career are all but behind her and that most of her enemies are either dead or in prison. In the saddle scabbard is her trusty Winchester rifle, with her name and signature brass star emblazoned on the stock, which should suffice. It is a decision that she will soon come to bitterly regret. But ambling confidently beneath the dripping bows of pines, the steam rising from her horse’s withers, the path dipping down toward the lulling waters of the South Canadian, her thoughts begin to drift, her mind to wander—

That is, until a shotgun blast jars her from both her stupor and her saddle. A full barrel of buckshot, delivered from twenty feet behind, square into her back. The raw force of its impact throws her from her mount and leaves her gasping in the mud, while her spooked horse whinnies and thunders away, taking her precious rifle—now more so than ever—along with it. Perhaps she summons enough strength, with the raindrops drumming steadily upon the brim of her upturned hat, one cheek buried in wet river-bottom clay, to reach down blindly for a pistol—only to realize that there is no holster at her waist, that there are no ivory handles to grasp or oiled triggers to pull. Perhaps she hears the doomed sucking sound of approaching boots in the mire, perhaps she sees a dark form rising from the crimson corner of a bloodshot eye.

There is a second shotgun blast—this we know—delivered from above, at point-blank range. We can only imagine the sulfurous smell of the black powder, the descending pall of white smoke, the cold pattering of rain, the dying of the light.

The turbulent life of Myra Maybelle Shirley is ending.

But the legend of Belle Starr is about to be born.




Introduction

The Forgotten Outlaw Queen

WHEN THAT UNKNOWN ASSASSIN squeezed the first trigger back in 1889, blowing Belle Starr from her famous hand-worked leather saddle, they would have had no way of knowing they were inadvertently knocking her right into the pages of history. How could they? At that point, she was only a colorful local character with a checkered past, barely known beyond the frontier settlements of what is today eastern Oklahoma and northern Texas; someone who stirred gossip in neighborhood saloons and provoked headlines in town papers with her ribald antics and frequent brushes with the law. And it very easily could have remained that way, with her name quietly fading into the past, had it not been for one serendipitous event. Two days after her death, the editor of the Fort Smith Elevator, a minuscule Arkansas weekly from the ragged edge of Indian Territory, sent off a dispatch about the killing to a few of the large, metropolitan papers. Including, as it were, the New York Times.

The timing could not have been better. With the 1880s coming to a close and with the “Wild” quickly leaking out of an increasingly tamed West, eastern urbanites held a voracious appetite for salacious true-crime drama from whatever was left of their nation’s vanishing frontier. Yes, heroes sold papers, but villains sold even more, and a villainess—particularly an unabashedly stylish one clad entirely in black velvet and flashing an elaborately plumed hat—well, that was simply too good to pass up. Just three days after her death, the rest of America received its first glimpse of Belle Starr, in the form of an obituary on the front page of the Times, titled “A Desperate Woman Killed.”* The piece was short and contained as many exaggerations and errors as it did facts. It labeled her “the most desperate woman that ever figured on the borders” (she certainly was not that), stated that she “married Cole Younger directly after the war” (she never married him at all), and also claimed that she “had been arrested for murder and robbery a score of times, but always managed to escape” (also false—she was only ever formally charged three times, for robbery, yes, but never for murder). Yet what the obituary lacked in fact-checking, it made up for in raw titillation. The slim core of truth it conveyed, that a female bandit who ran with famous outlaws had been gunned down in Indian Territory by an unknown assassin, was morsel enough to whet the general public’s appetite for more.

Among those intrigued by the murder was Richard K. Fox, owner of the National Police Gazette, one of the most popular true-crime tabloids of the day—the word “true” being somewhat loosely applied. But while journalistic integrity may not have been one of the publisher’s strong points, knowing how to make a buck was. Recognizing the story’s explosive potential, Fox decided a full-length book was in order. A writer was dispatched immediately to Fort Smith, an egregious amount of creative license was taken, and by that summer, a paperback was produced, titled Bella Starr, the Bandit Queen or the Female Jesse James. Again, the book was far more invention than fact, and even contained “excerpts” from a fabricated diary. It was a work of bombastic fiction, pedaled as something closer to biography, but the audience for Fox’s lurid crime dramas didn’t much seem to care. The slim volume described her as “more amorous than Anthony’s mistress, more relentless than Pharaoh’s daughter, and braver than Joan of Arc.” It went on to claim that “Mother Nature was indulging in one of her rarest freaks, when she produced such a novel specimen of womankind.” And it sold by the thousands.

From there, the legend of Belle Starr effectively—to use the parlance of our times—went viral, gaining in grandiosity with each new serialization and with each fresh telling, affixing her place among the mythological pantheon of the Wild West. In the decades to come, there would be novelizations, epic poems, historical biographies, folk songs, and when the technology arrived, even movies. Belle Starr fever may have reached its peak with the 1941 release of an eponymous film, produced by 20th Century Fox, starring the stunning Gene Tierney, who bore no physical or historical resemblance to the raw-boned middle-aged woman who gave up the ghost on the banks of the South Canadian River. Throughout the final decade of the nineteenth century and the entire first half of the twentieth, Belle Starr, the notorious “Bandit Queen,” captivated America and captured its collective imagination.

Until, rather suddenly, she didn’t. In the postwar years, the name of Belle Starr faded from the national consciousness of the American West. Not entirely—there would always be historians and enthusiasts who knew her story, and her name would continue to ignite sparks of recognition here and there. But her days as a household name, if not a cultural icon, had passed. As to why this occurred, one could posit a number of theories, from the slow death of the Western as a popular American trope, to revisionist historians poking holes in the many biographical embellishments that had gained credence over the years. Perhaps the most convincing reason, however, relates directly to the cultural shifts that were taking place in the United States at that time, as a freshly suburbanized nation stomped the historical mud from its boots and leaned into a new, whitewashed era of cultural puritanism. The cinematic Westerns of the 1950s and ’60s—at least the ones made in the United States—held little room for moral ambiguity or complex sociologies. They were ritualized retellings of the creation myth of the American West, one in which brave Anglo-American settlers, pure of both heart and mind, tamed a wild land, cleansing it of materialistic outlaws and hostile Indians through righteous violence. And primary female characters, almost without fail, were paragons of an invented ideal of frontier femininity. Chaste, wholesome, oftentimes schoolteachers or fiancées from back east, they brought decency and lily-white “civilization” to a supposedly lawless and miscegenated land. In effect, they made the West softer, whiter, and safer. More “suburban,” one might even say.

With this in mind, it’s easy to see how Belle Starr—a whiskey-drinking, horse-thieving, gunslinging double widow, who not only bedded a much younger Cherokee man but also forced him to change his surname to match hers upon marriage—might not fit that prevailing paradigm. In the gritty cynicism of a European spaghetti Western, perhaps, and there actually was one such film released in Italy in 1968, retitled in English as The Belle Starr Story. But a John Ford movie? As a love interest for Gary Cooper or John Wayne? It’s unthinkable. The censors of the era would never have allowed it, and forget about the American public at large. When it came to the pop culture depictions of Western heroines and antiheroines in the latter half of the twentieth century, she was in effect written out of the script. Annie Oakley would receive her own Irving Berlin Broadway musical, Calamity Jane would be featured in a whole slew of movies, not to mention an HBO series, and Big Nose Kate would have cameos in everything from Gunfight at the O.K. Corral to Tombstone—she would even be played once by a decidedly petite-nosed Faye Dunaway. For Belle Starr, however, there was nothing but literary tumbleweed and cinematic crickets. She was all but forgotten.

As far as cultural lacunae go, this one was unfortunate. Because unlike her more celebrated frontier sistren, Belle Starr actually was an outlaw and a gunslinger and an equal partner to some of the most legendary bandits of the era. Indeed, while Annie Oakley was shooting at glass baubles in staged Wild West shows, while Calamity Jane was stumbling drunk and aimless through Deadwood, and while Big Nose Kate was peeking out from behind the curtains of her bedroom during the Gunfight at the O.K. Corral, Belle Starr was packing pistols and raising hell, from Texas all the way up to Missouri. Her early chroniclers may have taken some creative liberties, but certain facts are incontrovertible. Belle Starr definitely did harbor and consort with legendary outlaws like Jesse James and Cole Younger. She did marry into a clan of Cherokee warlords, operating, alongside her husband Sam Starr, one of the largest banditry and smuggling rings in the Indian Territory. She did ride sidesaddle and sport a pair of intimidating .45s that she lovingly called her “babies.” And she did face charges of horse theft and armed robbery, even serving prison time for the former, courtesy of the infamous “Hanging Judge” Isaac Parker. Belle Starr may not have received national recognition during her lifetime, but her plumed hat sat squarely in the shaded, overlapping portion of a fascinating historical Venn diagram, containing both storied personas and epochal events. Encircling her own blood-drenched biography like barbed wire is the history of Appalachia, of westward expansion, of the forced removal of the Cherokee, and of the Civil War in the Border States. Her life was lived at the crossroads of all of them.

However, even the dowdiest of historians can prove vulnerable to the allures of raw curiosity and human wonder. And when it comes to writing about Belle Starr’s life, even more compelling than all that dry and weedy history are the rich mysteries that still attend it. It’s true: the story of Belle Starr is rife with unknowns. Not even newspaper articles or census records of the era can be fully trusted. Dates were erased, names were changed, details were invented—sometimes out of carelessness, but often with an agenda in mind. Were one to asterisk every sentence that contained a suspect source or an iffy reference, a book about Belle would become a veritable Milky Way of stars. Practically by necessity, any researched attempt at revealing the details of her life becomes less like writing an academic treatise and more like painting an artistic portrait, shaded as truthfully as possible, while also acknowledging a bit of interpretive brushwork. The West has simply become so mythologized, so aggrandized, that teasing ironclad truths from that tangled skein of frontier yarns is often all but impossible; a little bit of legend will cling to almost any fact. And when it comes to Belle Starr, said legends are usually woven from unanswered questions. Did she really serve as a teenage spy for Confederate guerrillas? Did she fence horses and provide a hideout for Jesse James? Which of the many armed robberies attributed to her did she actually participate in, if any? And did she ever kill anyone in the process?

All of which leads to the biggest mystery of all: Why? Why did a woman who had considerable advantages in life—a good family, a decent education, solid marriage prospects, a clear path to financial security—choose to pursue a life of crime? Belle Starr very easily could have slipped into the character and mien of a Southern belle, marrying a wealthy landowner or merchant, living comfortably in the boomtown of Dallas. Instead, she chose to consort with bandits, flee from the law, live rough among the Cherokee, and stroll through the streets of one-horse towns, laden with guns. One could blame the societal damage caused by the Civil War, her family’s move from Missouri to the Texas frontier, or even the death of her older brother Bud—a trauma, most seem to agree, that scarred her for life. And one would not necessarily be wrong. There is probably some truth in each of these suppositions.

The fullest answer, however, as to why Belle Starr chose the outlaw’s way may quite simply be found in her adamant refusal to be cowed by a society that held definitive ideas about how a woman should behave and what she could accomplish. Belle simply had no use for sewing circles or calico dresses; she would not be cosseted inside any farmhouse kitchen or be seen as less than equal to any man. In her own words: “So long had I been estranged from the society of women (whom I thoroughly detest) that I thought I would find it irksome to live in their midst.” The very rights and privileges that nineteenth-century America denied her because of her sex, Belle Starr decided to acquire by the gun. She chose a path different from that which was expected of her—a route that shook with thunder, that was drenched in blood. An exceedingly dangerous road, albeit one upon which she took orders from no man.

And here one must also be careful. Because the temptation is certainly there, given the currents and trends of our times, to portray Belle Starr as some kind of proto-feminist Robin Hood or some form of Wild West justice warrior. It would make for some catchy storytelling, that’s true. Belle Starr, however, was neither of these things. And while she may have been bucking the same sorts of societal pressures, it’s hard to imagine that the saloon-loving, Confederacy-sympathizing Belle would have had much in common with the teetotaling Yankee matrons who served as the vanguard of the early women’s rights movement. It’s far more likely she would have threatened to smash their teapots over their heads. The truth, be it comfortable or not, is that Belle Starr was never out for social justice, nor was she an advocate of any cause—she was in it solely for herself. And in that regard, she bore far less resemblance to any Susan B. Anthony than she did to the Irish, Italian, and Jewish gangsters who would emerge half a century later in the ethnic ghettos of Eastern cities. Individuals who, just like her, knew that because of their identity in America, the life they aspired to could never be achieved through honest means. So just like them—but fifty years earlier—Belle Starr chose to achieve it through dishonest ones. She put down her sewing kit and picked up a gun. And the way of the gun did indeed bring her the very freedom she craved: to love whomever she wanted, to live however she pleased, and to take whatever she felt was rightfully hers. But in the end, as was the case with so many outlaws and gangsters, it also led to her ruin, leaving her to gasp out her last breaths face down in that Oklahoma riverbed, riddled with buckshot—and perhaps even regret. And it is that meteoric rise and vertiginous fall, in pursuit of a kind of liberty and equality that her own country refused to grant her, that makes her story so quintessentially American and as relevant today as it was a century and a half ago.

But there’s one more mystery still. A smaller, more personal one, which I hoped, possibly naively, I might solve as well. Growing up, I was often told that Belle Starr was a distant relation on my mother’s side—Scots-Irish farmers who arrived in eastern Texas in covered wagons at roughly the same time Belle did, and who, if the stories are true, also had blood ties to the Cherokee Nation. As to the veracity of both claims, going into this project, I honestly could not say. As I suspect is the case with more than a few American families with deep rural roots, the alleged link to Belle Starr is just one square of trivia in an admittedly checkered past. There is no shortage of outlaws and troublemakers dangling—several by the neck—from our family tree. And while some, like my second cousin Lester, the last man to be hung in Macoupin County, Illinois, I know for a fact to be kin, others—well, it’s harder to say.

I began this book with the hope that the research involved might shed some light on the matter—and that if I was very lucky, somewhere amid all the gunsmoke and betrayal, the war cries and blood spatter, the rumbling of horses and jangling of stolen gold, I might even find an answer.




Part I

The Frontier




Chapter 1

Born into the Whirlwind

CONSENSUS IN AMERICA HAS never come easy. This has been true throughout our history, and many would argue, it’s even truer today. Indeed, it sometimes seems the only thing we as Americans have been able to agree upon during the awkward adolescence of this twenty-first century is our fundamental inability to agree on anything. The pervading sentiment, splashed across headlines in digital ink, espoused over the internet by virtual partisans, is that the United States is a fraught and fractured land—a country riven by cultural disparity, plagued by vast inequality, and simmering with the potential for senseless violence.

But as much as we may wring our hands or clutch our pearls while lamenting the discord of modern American life, the truth of the matter is this: the climate-controlled, cable-news-watching country of today is a pale and placid shadow of the brutal dystopia that stretched and burned between these two oceans in the middle years of the nineteenth century. More of a multicultural battle royale than a modern nation, less of a functioning democracy than a class-driven grudge match, the United States in the mid-1800s was not united in any sense of the word. And few years—at least up until the advent of the Civil War—would prove more violently contentious than 1848.

This was the year that a pair of European calamities, a crippling famine and a failed revolution, sent a tidal wave of human suffering crashing against the seawalls of the Northeast’s foundational cities—a refugee crisis unlike any the world had ever known. The quaint and narrow streets of the old Anglo-Dutch capitals were suddenly inundated with homeless migrants—Gaelic speakers from the wreckage of rural Ireland and German speakers from the shambles of the Holy Roman Empire. Over a million of each would cross the water to escape the death sentence of the Old World, only to find poverty and hard labor in the New. A lucky few would evade the subhuman conditions of the overflowing slums—hellholes like New York’s Five Points and Boston’s Fort Hill—but many more would not, turning tenements to tinderboxes, entire neighborhoods to powder kegs. Resentments flowed, hatreds abounded. Blood and pestilence both ran rife through the gutters. Typhus, cholera, tuberculosis, dysentery—in the slums of Manhattan, one in four Irish newborns would not survive infancy; in Boston, the overall death rate for Irish immigrants was more than double that of the native-born. The situation was untenable, and the ruling class of old Dutch and East Anglian Protestants who presided over New York and New England would have surely given in to the nativists, the soon-to-be “Know Nothings,” and shut off the tap of immigration completely—if only they hadn’t needed all those desperate souls to serve as living grist for the mills that were beginning to transform the nation into an industrial colossus.

Farther south—below that imaginary line inscribed in the air by messieurs Mason and Dixon almost a century before—a very different and even crueler system of peonage prevailed. Amid scorching mudflats and malarial plains, three million slaves descended from captured West Africans—Yoruba, Bantu, Wolof, Igbo, Ashanti, and a hundred more—toiled beneath the lash on sprawling plantations owned by the descendants of West Country aristocrats. While the latter struggled to embody a rough simulacrum of the landed English gentry, the former struggled simply to survive. Some estimates put the life expectancy of a cotton hand at that time as low as twenty-two years; more optimistic surveys set it around thirty. Chattel slavery, which produced cotton, tobacco, and sugar, would make the American South the fourth richest “country” in the world, a region wealthier than any other nation in Europe except England. The raw materials it yielded would fund the incipient industrial revolution beginning to reshape the North, and almost single-handedly fuel the textile industry of Great Britain. However, for the plantation slave, upon whose splitting back all this lucre was built, there were only sweltering fields and festering rags, half-rancid pork and moldy hardtack, with a short respite on Sundays to sing out prayers for salvation.

Farther west, on the prairies and in the forests that lay just beyond the cusp of the Appalachians, whole new territories, both purchased from the French and wrested from Native Americans, invited all those willing to bust sod and lay claim. Anglican Yankees from Connecticut, Palatinate Germans from Pennsylvania, Ulster Scots from the hills of Virginia and Kentucky—they came to America’s middle in descending order, leaving behind stifling Eastern hegemonies to become yeoman farmers and plow their own acres. In their isolation and detachment from the religious institutions of the coast, a novel cast of creeds took hold, to be dragged westward in the wake of the Second Great Awakening. All along this inland fringe, clapboard churches shivered with a holy fire as the Quakers quaked and the Shakers shook and the Dunkers dunked; canvas tents billowed and tugged at their guylines as early Adventists slipped into tongues and Baptists summoned brimstone and Mormons piled in, trailing their legions of wives. In the ecstatic nature of their worship and in their sense of impending judgment, some of these new adherents saw a plain call to arms. One such impassioned evangelical in Ohio’s Western Reserve even went so far as to call himself an “instrument of God,” in a holy war that he believed would rid the nation of slavery. His name was John Brown, and his quest to cleanse the country of its “original sin” would begin that very year with his contribution to the Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World, a seminal abolitionist text. However, his moral crusade would take a turn to the violent in “Bleeding Kansas,” where he and his sons would hack five men to death with broadswords, and end at Harpers Ferry, where the failed slave rebellion he orchestrated—a harbinger of the far greater bloodshed to come—would earn him the hatred of at least half the country, not to mention a gibbet and a noose.

And even farther west still, beyond the bottomlands of the Mississippi, with its relic population of French-speaking Acadians and Creoles, beyond the Indian Territory of Oklahoma, where the “Civilized Tribes” of the Southeast had been forcibly relocated in the most uncivilized of fashions—beyond everything, beyond the pale—lay a land of such staggering vastness and human variety as to boggle the mind of even the most imaginative pilgrim. Some of it was acquired back in the boondoggle of the Louisiana Purchase; the rest had been snatched away from Mexico in a lopsided war won that very year. All of it defied easy settlement or description. This new swath of land, reaching all the way to the Pacific, held more potential and more danger than the steady stream of newcomers could begin to comprehend. Across its middle stretched the Great Plains, a rolling Sahara of grass a million miles square, trodden by bison herds 50 million strong and patrolled by borderless horse nations that protected both their quarry and their people with fearsome determination—tribes like the Cheyenne, the Arapaho, the Crow, and the Sioux. In the flatlands of Texas, where fractious settlements of Americanos, Tejanos, peninsulares, and Indios jockeyed for power and occasionally massacred one another, the only seeming common denominator was a shared terror of the Comanche—who in addition to being quite possibly the greatest mounted warriors in history, were also tremendous egalitarians in that they tortured and slaughtered with equal zeal anyone who encroached upon their hunting grounds. Apaches, Tonkawas, Anglos, mestizos—all were fair game. Even freshly arrived German immigrants, having escaped the uprisings of Europe and the tenements of the East, to farm in the rolling hills around Austin, were quickly made aware of the true severity of their trespass. In the time it took a shaky-handed homesteader to reload and fire a smoothbore musket, a Comanche warrior could loose twenty lethal arrows in their direction, all delivered from a horse traveling over thirty miles an hour. The Comanche were perhaps the only tribe that not only avoided losing territory to the colonial ambitions of Spaniards and Americans—they actually managed to win land back, expanding an invisible empire known as the Comancheria that would stretch from northern Mexico all the way to southern Kansas. European diseases and the near extirpation of the buffalo would eventually conspire to end their reign, but in 1848, the Comanche were still the “Lords of the Plains.”

And then there was the end of it all: California, where both a continent and manifest destiny ran headlong and did a golden cartwheel into the sea. What had been an unprobed wilderness punctuated by a scattering of Indian camps and crumbling Spanish missions was undergoing an existential transformation, thanks to a secret that had slipped someone’s lips in the first month of that year: there was gold in them thar hills. With an overland crossing through the aforementioned plains being all but suicidal at that point, most of the early “Argonauts,” as the first fortune hunters were whimsically known, arrived from Eastern cities via a five-month-long ordeal on the high seas, going all the way south around Cape Horn. Gold fever spread, and they were soon joined by prospectors from foreign lands as well, including China, where high taxes following the Opium Wars and a string of droughts sent rural laborers with dreams of the Gam Saan—gold mountain—in search of riches across the sea. In no time at all, California mining camps were a veritable Babel of tongues, with French, Quechua, Cantonese, Genoese, Welsh, and even Basque spicing up the prevailing banter of English and Spanish. In the headiness of the rush, the old mission towns of San Francisco, San Jose, and Los Angeles exploded into bustling metropoles. Collectively, they existed in a legal no-man’s-land—as an American “possession,” California was no longer part of Mexico, but it was not a state or even a recognized territory. In 1848, the place was almost literally lawless. Fortunes were won and lost over single games of faro, claim disputes were prone to being resolved with a gun, and back alleys brimmed with Kentucky whiskey, Peruvian pisco, Mexican tequila, and Chinese opium. But while the discovery of gold may have stoked exponential growth for California’s new migrant population, it had the opposite effect on its Indigenous peoples. Uprooted from their traditional lands, deprived of wild foodstuffs, and exposed to new diseases, the tribes of California were all but eradicated in what more than a few historians have deemed a flat-out genocide. From numbers that hovered around 150,000 in that first year of the gold rush, the Native population would plummet to just 16,000 by the century’s end. An environmental and humanitarian catastrophe set into motion by an all but useless metal, far too soft to be of much service, whose sole saving grace was its refusal to tarnish.

Such was the state of America in 1848. A chaotic jumble of peoples, clans, religions, and tribes, whirling and colliding in a New World crucible that seemed to scorch as many as it saved. If there was one essentially universal point of consensus, however, one conviction all these haggling combatants seemed to share, it was this: no matter if it was a Bowery beer hall, a Baptist tent revival, an Amish barn-raising, a Comanche tribal council, a Gullah praise house, or a meeting of the Princeton board of trustees, women were not allowed to participate as equals alongside men. If there was one feature that was ubiquitously and undeniably American, it was that the female half of the population was either severely constrained or forbidden entirely from participating in the rituals and affirmations of community and power. And while this very year—1848—has often been cited as the beginning of the women’s rights movement, kicked off by a convention of Quaker activists in Seneca Falls, New York, it would still be almost three-quarters of a century before American women would be guaranteed the right to vote, and well over a century until they would be permitted to open bank accounts, attend elite universities, or finance their own homes virtually anywhere in the country.

It was on February fifth of this whirlwind year of 1848 that a baby girl named Myra Maybelle Shirley made her howling entrée. Born into this most beguiling of nations—but even more important, born of it.

AS TO THE FAMILY she was born into, it had no shortage of turbulence of its own. The common narrative is that her family—the Shirleys—came from typical Scots-Irish, Appalachian frontier stock, serving, as so many families like theirs did, in the vanguard of Western expansion, their Kentucky rifles and whiskey stills always at the ready. And there is considerable truth in this. The Shirleys did indeed settle in the hills of Appalachia, and they did participate in that Ulster Scots hopscotch that began in Pennsylvania, then cut down into Maryland and Virginia, before funneling through the Cumberland Gap and landing in southern Indiana and the Ozarks. Her mother may have even had some Hatfield blood in her—ties were rumored, but never firmly established. The Shirleys, however, were not Scots-Irish in origin. They weren’t even really Shirleys. The first of the family’s paternal line to arrive in America was Johann Carl Schalle, and he was a Palatine—the other, lesser-known European ethnic group responsible for settling Appalachia and defining the frontier. Eventually, the name would be simplified to Shally, and then anglicized to Shirley, but he and his wife Anna Esther were as German as sauerkraut.

Granted, the Palatines and the Scots-Irish were not totally dissimilar. Both came from war-torn, highly contested border regions, and both were drawn to America by the promise of actual land ownership, which was an all-but-impossible feat in old, monarchical Europe. The two groups even arrived at roughly the same time, in the early and middle decades of the eighteenth century. In fact, Johann Carl and Anna Esther Schalle came to America on a ship in 1739 that cast off from Rotterdam and stopped briefly in Dublin—it’s likely more than a few of their future Ulster Scot neighbors joined them on that boat. However, unlike the Scots-Irish, who had considerable experience living on remote homesteads and fending off armed rebellions, the earliest German-speaking immigrants to land on America’s shores were for the most part Anabaptists and pacifists, fleeing the religious persecution of the old Holy Roman Empire. And as it just so happened, religious liberty was the major selling point of William Penn’s colony. Not surprisingly, a healthy portion of these refugees from the Rhenish Palatinate would choose to remain in Pennsylvania, transforming over the next two centuries into the Amish and modern Mennonites. In fact, shortly after immigrating, Johann Carl Schalle—now calling himself Charles—would receive land grants to farm in Lancaster County, which today hosts the largest Amish community in America. Ironic, given the propensity for bloodshed and firearms that the Shirley clan would later display, but true: Belle Starr’s earliest American roots are not to be found in any blood-feuding mountain holler, but among peace-loving, Pennsylvania Dutch–speaking farmers, smack-dab in the middle of modern-day Amish Country.

But not all these German-speaking immigrants were content to stay in calm and docile eastern Pennsylvania. Provoked in many cases by the need to acquire cheap farmland—the bulk of the inheritance often went to the eldest son or was split between siblings, demanding a buyout—no small number of Palatines followed their Scots-Irish compatriots into the mountains of Appalachia, with a strong preference for the Shenandoah Valley. And while the Palatines may not have been quite as handy with a musket or a whiskey still, they did have one advantage over the Scots-Irish: they were experienced woodsmen. The Scots-Irish came from a land of stone and thatch—the wilds of Appalachia were foreign to them at the onset. It was the German-speaking Palatines, with their origins in the Black Forest region, who knew how to notch logs for cabins and split rails for fences and build elevated timber corncribs, ample evidence of which can be found dotting the Schwarzwald to this day. So the decision to leave the bucolic comforts of eastern Pennsylvania for the densely forested hills of Appalachia is not quite so puzzling. The Palatines wanted to buy cheap land—especially if they came from a large family, where copious siblings made land inheritance complicated—and they were willing to venture into a wooded frontier to find it.

Johann Carl’s son, Johann Peter, was one of seven children. Perhaps for that reason, he left the family farm in Lancaster County and went south and west, to Rockingham, Virginia, right into the heart of the Shenandoah. He would end up settling there with his wife, Anna Elizabeth Kelker—another Palatine from Pennsylvania—and apparently alongside at least one brother, as there is a record of him selling Valentine “Sherley” two horses and one plow near Rockingham on April 29 of the year 1788.

By that time, however, American attitudes toward territorial expansion had changed considerably, as a result of its triumph against Great Britain during the revolution. To avoid angering their French rivals and Native American allies, the colonial British government had always done everything in its power to keep its unruly and decidedly land-hungry American subjects from pushing west across the Appalachian Mountains, into the virgin prairies and forests beyond. However, with the final surrender of British forces to General George Washington at Yorktown on the nineteenth of October 1781, any protests they still had were falling on deaf ears. And with the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, the French no longer had much to say about it, either. The United States of America, still in its infancy as far as nations go, had doubled in size, virtually overnight. Which sent a stream of fresh settlers, a good many of them Appalachians, pouring into what is today the southern Midwest and Upland South, flavoring that part of the country into perpetuity with their fiddles, their corn liquor, and their high nasal twang.

Including, as it were, Johann Peter’s son Christian, the first Shirley to push west of Appalachia. He arrived in Floyd County, Indiana, around 1810, after passing through Madison County, Kentucky, where he had spent several years working as a farmer. Of course it’s impossible to say—such things are not preserved in land grants or baptismal records—but it’s likely that by this point, the essential nature of the Shirley clan was beginning to change. It’s probable, given how close-knit Palatine communities were in Pennsylvania, that Johann Peter had spoken German as a first language, despite being born in Lancaster County. It’s also reasonable to suppose that Christian Shirley had considerable familiarity with the language as well, as did his wife, Roseanne Canote. But after all that time spent in the western woods of Virginia, and later in Kentucky and southern Indiana, it is equally reasonable to suppose that the Shirleys were beginning to look and sound considerably less like Pennsylvania Dutch farmers and considerably more like backwoods Upland Southerners. Not that they were poor—each generation had managed to buy land and consolidate their holdings before cashing out and moving farther west to improve their lot, the very story of Western expansion itself. But they were certainly picking up Southern sensibilities and sympathies along the way, assimilating, over the course of several generations, into the Anglo-Celtic culture of their frontier neighbors, far as they were from Lancaster County.

Those sensibilities would truly flourish with Christian’s eldest son, John “Judge” Shirley: a man who spoke no German, married a Scots-Irish Kentucky woman, and eventually, after moving to a little town on the very edge of the Missouri Ozarks called Carthage, would father the most famous—and fiercest—Shirley of all.

ACCORDING TO THE RECOLLECTIONS of a certain George B. Walker, who lived in the Carthage area during the Civil War years and knew the Shirleys well, “old John Shirley” was “as pleasant a man as you could find.” Which may well have been true—as the keeper of a small-town tavern and hotel, John would have needed to have a gregarious public persona. He was, after all, responsible for welcoming guests, keeping them entertained with witty banter, and catering to their whims and needs. But even from the documentary scraps of his existence that survive, it seems that there was more to the man—a burning ambition, an almost aggressive desire to succeed. It is perhaps telling that John wasn’t mentioned in his father Christian’s will; the bulk of the family farm back in Floyd County, Indiana, went to John’s brothers, Denton and Anderson, with small cash allowances for his sister, Elizabeth. How much can be read into this is hard to say. Perhaps there were tensions between father and son, or perhaps Christian believed John had other interests and didn’t need the inheritance as much as his brothers. Regardless, it does say something about how John was positioned within the Shirley family: a man apart, he had to make it on his own. He had something to prove. And prove it he most certainly did, upon his arrival in southwestern Missouri.

First, there was his “Judge” moniker, which, given the fact that there is no record of his ever studying or practicing law, might imply a certain self-imposed grandiosity, or at least hint at the public perception of such, something akin to a Kentucky “Colonel.” Then there was his penchant for advantageous marriage and divorce. Eliza Pennington, the Kentucky woman of alleged Hatfield blood who would bear him five children—the future Belle Starr among them—was his third wife. He apparently married and divorced two times prior in southern Indiana, which would have been unusual for that time and place. And while it is possible that his first two wives left him of their own free will, to live alone on the edge of the frontier, that seems unlikely. The ambitious “Judge” Shirley was going places, acquiring and discarding spouses as he rose through the social ranks of frontier life. Eliza, his third and final wife, was something of a Southern belle, a respected figure in Louisville society, who brought to Missouri, according to her obituary in the Dallas Daily Times-Herald, “all of the Kentucky graces she had learned as a child.” She was considered a lady of “social eloquence,” who could play the piano beautifully when decorum demanded—although interestingly enough, the same obituary also lays down the claim that the “wild blood of the children was derived from the Pennington side of the house,” and that when marital discord occurred, John Shirley always insisted that “the children got their meanness from her.” Which, if the feuding Hatfield connection is legitimate, may have held a grain of truth—or may simply have been the rantings of a fractious husband. It’s impossible to say.

What we do know is that John and Eliza Shirley arrived in southwestern Missouri at an opportune moment. It was 1839, just two years after the last of the region’s Osage had been forcibly exiled west to Indian Territory, as a result of the Sarcoxie War—which in reality wasn’t so much a war as an armed bullying campaign against a confused and understandably irritated tribe struggling to make sense of just what, exactly, these strange English-speaking newcomers wanted, so much hungrier for land than the French fur trappers and priests who had preceded them. The answer, unfortunately for the Osage, was for the tribe to simply leave.

With relatively fertile land, abundant timber, and plenty of local creeks for powering mills now available, the environs around Carthage offered ample opportunities for an ambitious pioneer like John Shirley. In 1848, after close to a decade of frontier homesteading, the U.S. government officially granted him a patent on 800 acres southeast of Medoc—a sizable holding for a yeoman farmer. And the prescient John Shirley wasted no time in selling off parcels of his extensive acreage for profit, beginning in 1850 with the sale of 160 acres to David Martin for $700. This would have been a significant amount, given that his entire real estate holdings, as of that year’s census, were appraised at a mere $600. With that initial injection of liquid capital, he purchased the following year his first two-acre lots in the nearby town of Carthage, taking the initial step in his transformation from backwoods homesteader to prosperous burgher. In 1856, he sold the rest of his farmland to a Mr. George W. Broome. With the profits from that sale, coupled with the lots he already owned, he founded the establishment that would make his family famous in the region: the Carthage Hotel, known colloquially as “the Shirley House.” Within a few years, John Shirley would own not only the hotel but most of the block, including a blacksmith shop and livery stable associated with the business. By the time the 1860 census came around, his real estate holdings had increased from that meager $600 of a decade prior to a respectable $4,000, plus a personal estate of $6,000 more, for a net worth of $10,000—a small fortune by the standards of the day.

Alongside John Shirley’s financial prosperity came plentiful offspring. He already had a son and a daughter from his first marriage, Preston and Charlotte, who came with him to Missouri from southern Indiana. By the time the 1850 census was taken, his third wife Eliza had given birth to three additional children, with a fourth and fifth child appearing in the census ten years later, after they had moved to town and opened the hotel. Of Eliza’s five children, four were boys: John Allison, Edwin Benton, Mansfield, and the youngest son, Cravens. And right in the center of the brood was the quintessential middle child, Myra Maybelle, who at some point—the verdict still isn’t in on when—began to go simply by Belle.

As we well know, Belle was born on February 5, 1848, long before her parents opened the hotel and relocated to town. Her teenage years may have been spent among the manicured lawns and brick storefronts of Carthage, but at heart, she was a farm girl, having spent her childhood on the original frontier homestead outside Medoc. By the time she was born, almost a decade after John and Eliza’s arrival, most of the true pioneer labor—cutting down trees, removing stumps, building fences, erecting a cabin—would have already been done. The initial Shirley home had likely been a log house, but by 1848, a more “civilized” clapboard farmhouse had almost certainly replaced it—or been built around it, as was often the custom. As for the farm itself, some sense of it can be gathered from an advertisement that ran for the same tract, several years after John had sold it. The ad, published on March 29, 1861, in the Southwest News of Carthage, describes the old Shirley farm as follows:


600 acres of Spring River bottom land, situate in Jasper County about three miles northwest of Sherwood, and on one of the most beautiful streams in the west. There is 100 acres in cultivation, has on it a small apple orchard, dwelling house, kitchen, stable & c., has a good well. The larger portion of it is heavily timbered; stone coal is abundant in the vicinity, and a more desirable stock farm could not be found in the Southwest.



Of course, some embellishment may have been added—this is a real estate advertisement, after all—but assuming reasonable accuracy, the Shirley farm comes off as a fairly bucolic place. And some additional insights can be gleaned from it as well. From the land’s description as a “stock farm,” and from the fact that only one-sixth of the acreage was actually being cultivated for grain farming, it’s safe to assume that under his stewardship, John Shirley had been engaged primarily in the breeding and raising of horses—a fact that could also explain Belle’s lifelong passion for all things horse-related, be it riding them, grooming them, or yes, even stealing them. Her skills in horsemanship—and marksmanship, for that matter—were likely acquired at a young age, growing up on a stock and stud farm in the Ozarks, with an older brother to show her the ropes.

She was, by all accounts, extremely close to John Allison—known by the family as Bud—and the commonly accepted story, although there is scant proof to back it up, is that it was he who taught her to handle both rifle and pistol, taking her riding through the surrounding countryside at a full wild gallop. True or not, she clearly had a strong bond with her elder brother, stronger perhaps than with anyone else in her family. It’s easy to envision the two of them—Belle seven or eight, Bud, just into his teens, the stables mucked, the day’s chores all done—tearing off across the aforementioned apple orchard on their favorite mounts, ducking to avoid the low-hanging branches, squirrel guns at the ready, laughing into the purple rush of cold evening air, that tomboyish little girl receiving her first forbidden taste of what the Appalachian author Thomas Wolfe once described as “darkness, the wind, and incalculable speed.” A taste, as it were, that would only whet her appetite. A hunger, it just so happens, that would last her a lifetime.

WHEN JOHN SHIRLEY SOLD his farm in 1856 and relocated his family to the town of Carthage, he did more than improve their fortunes. He fundamentally altered the nature of their existence, from that of country people engaged in agricultural labor to one of commerce-minded burghers, running a business that was inextricably linked to the life of the town. For the young Belle, not quite yet ten, it must have been a startling shift, to go from the crickets and lightning bugs of the woods out by Medoc to the bustle of carriages and clatter of trade that filled the streets of the burgeoning town. And her new role as a hotelier’s daughter would have brought her into contact with an entirely new cast of colorful characters, from top-hatted traveling lawyers to high-plumed Southern ladies to broad-brimmed ranchers making their way farther west. Even the Osage occasionally visited Carthage from their exile in the village of Flat Rock Creek over in Kansas, congregating in front of Linn’s general store, where they bought tobacco and red calico, bedecked in their traditional tribal finery.

One common misconception is that John’s tavern was some sort of crude frontier flophouse, with bearskins and muskets hanging on its log-beamed walls. The fact of the matter is, by 1856, Missouri had been a state for over thirty years, and Carthage had been a county seat for fifteen. Its stately two-story brick courthouse had stood at the center of town since 1849, with a central square hemmed in on all sides by orderly shops and businesses. In addition to Linn’s general store, these included the law offices of Johnston and Kerr, Franklin’s harness shop, Cannon’s grocery, Casey’s bakery, Chrisman’s saloon, Bulgin’s carpentry shop, and Dawson’s drugstore, which was soon also to publish, from a printing press in its back, Carthage’s first newspaper, Star of the West. In fact, its editor was the druggist’s own son, Christopher Columbus Dawson, who was known to all as Lum. There was even a specialty shop, run by J. L. Cravens, where one could find everything from whalebone corsets to mule collars. By the time John Shirley opened his tavern-hotel, Carthage was already a bustling “Southern” town, and with its rose gardens, shade trees, and white picket fences, it would have borne far more resemblance to something out of Tom Sawyer than out of Last of the Mohicans. The Shirleys’ establishment was almost certainly quaint and quite possibly even elegant, at least by the standards of the day; it seems to have been regarded as one of the finer hotels in southwestern Missouri. Indeed, at the time, being a county seat meant something—significant trials would have been held at the town’s courthouse, festivals and gatherings would have occurred on its greens, and government officials would have passed through its streets on a regular basis. And as the primary hotel and tavern in the town of Carthage, the Shirley House was where important guests would have stayed. The hotel boasted a library of leather-bound books, a polished piano for an evening’s entertainment, and meals that almost certainly came with the option of wine. Being a relatively young settlement and close to the frontier, Carthage certainly would have been a bit rough around the edges. But as a thriving county seat populated largely by transplanted Southerners, it also would have done its best to affect a sort of genteel antebellum charm—and with their prized hotel as its flagship, the Shirley family would have served as the town’s primary ambassadors.

With their new station, however, came the demand for a higher level of education and refinement, for the children in particular. It’s unclear how much schooling Belle received growing up on the farm, but aside from some basic letters and numbers courtesy of her mother, the answer is probably not much. And beyond mere book learning, there were the manners and graces expected of any woman of decent upbringing at that time—and with her mother Eliza’s “social eloquence” in mind, it’s easy to envision a great deal of headshaking and hand-wringing to have occurred through farmhouse windows, every time Belle lit off bareback for the high timber with her older brother Bud, howling into the wind. The move into Carthage coupled with their new position in society presented John and Eliza with the impetus to give their daughter the kind of education they saw fitting for a young Southern lady—namely, a moderate amount of classical study, coupled with ample instruction in comportment and etiquette.

There was only one small problem: no such school in Carthage existed as of yet. Which was why Belle initially received, along with two of her brothers, at least some degree of private tutoring at the town’s Masonic Hall—which occupied the second floor of Linn’s general store—courtesy of William Cravens, the father, evidently, of the same J. L. Cravens who sold the corsets and mule collars. A former student of Mr. Cravens who studied alongside a ten-year-old Belle would remember her many years later in the Carthage Press as “small and dark,” insisting that she was actually “a bright, intelligent girl but was of a fierce nature and would fight anyone, boy or girl, that she quarreled with.” Beyond her quick temper, however, “she seemed a nice little girl.” A pleasant, sharp-witted child with a ferocious temper, who would take on any challenger, no matter their size or sex—even at age ten, Myra Maybelle Shirley was revealing the first traces of what she would one day become.

Then in 1858 community leaders officially opened the Carthage Female Academy, situated on Seminary Street in the southern part of town. The school, which was first chartered in 1855, consisted of a new two-story brick building that cost an impressive $3,000 to build, catering to the daughters of prominent families from all around Jasper County, Missouri. Under the tutelage of Principal Samuel M. Knealand, together with two teachers, a Ms. Walker and a Mr. Hurley, girls were instructed in reading, writing, history, and arithmetic, while also receiving lessons in more erudite subjects like Greek, Latin, Hebrew, and French. Art and music classes were offered as well, which might explain Belle’s other lifelong passion besides horses: the piano. And with a polished upright available at the hotel, she would have had ample opportunity to put her musical education into practice.

At first glance, the community’s investment in the Carthage Female Academy may seem surprisingly progressive for a small Southern town only a day’s ride from the true frontier. After all, the construction costs and staff salaries would have been hardly inconsequential—a sizable investment in the edification of the town’s young women. But it deserves at least a mention: the original intent behind such academies was hardly to turn out freethinking, independent career women. These were effectively charm schools for aspiring Southern ladies, designed to give them a touch of refinement so they could wax eloquent at their husband’s dinner parties and entertain guests at the piano with some impromptu Beethoven. Or as the headmaster of a similar nineteenth-century institution located in Giles County, Tennessee, put it, the goal of women’s education was “to preserve and cultivate the ornamental character of the female sex.” And that was precisely what they provided—a final coat of polish and buffing for a class of young women destined to be viewed by society simply as ornaments.

For better or for worse, the Carthage Female Academy would be destroyed less than a decade after its founding in the fire and fury of the national calamity to come, incinerating its records—including any proof of Belle’s attendance or how she may have fared as a student. But it seems safe to assume that a young Myra Maybelle Shirley
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