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Introduction

They rode across the land with their six-shooters and rifles blazing. They were courageous, they were cowardly; they were the law, and they were the lawless. Collectively, they became an icon of the Old West. It’s been more than a hundred years since the days of the western outlaws, but their evil deeds and adventures still fascinate us. Maybe what grabs our interest is the sheer variety of their deeds and personalities—forming a veritable smorgasbord of badness and derring-do.

There were clever outlaws, like Vincent Silva, who fooled a town, and a few stupid ones, like Milton Yarberry, who used his six-gun instead of his brains.

Billy the Kid, perhaps the most famous of the western outlaws, entices us with his charismatic personality, while Joel Fowler, a biter and a fighter, was liked by hardly anyone. The righteous Clay Allison “never killed a man who didn’t need killing,” while the pathetic, passionate Ada Hulmes killed only for revenge. A few walked the line between law and lawlessness, sometimes acting as lawmen, other times as outlaws.

The outlaws came to their rough ways by different routes. The road for some was a trip through the violence of a war that took their homes and their families. Others turned to thieving because they walked a path of hardship. And some were just born nasty.

However they got there, the characters profiled in this book all wound up riding the lawless trail. Most of them ended their journeys by being hanged or shot; a few lucky ones simply disappeared.

The New Mexico Territory was a land born in nature’s violence. The deep canyons, grassy plains, undulating horizons, and sky islands called to men and women who wanted a new life. They came and established cattle ranches, businesses, and mining towns. But only the rugged could survive in this wild land. The soil was poor for farming; the mountains cut jagged slices into the land, and the only way to keep good rangeland was to fight for it.

Among those who came to the New Mexico Territory were bad men, outlaws, desperados, and disreputable folk. The law in this land was inconsistent, corrupt, or nonexistent, and the rugged landscape offered sanctuary for many men and women on the run. Fledgling towns sometimes supplied money and fame for good shooters. Jobs were available, and no questions were asked about a man or a woman’s past.

Fourteen outlaws are profiled on the pages that follow. You may not understand all of their motivations, and you may not care for their deeds—but like ’em or not, they defined the Old West and helped create much of its history.


Robert “Clay” Allison

A Legend Made of Tall Tales, Myths, and Downright Lies

Red River, New Mexico, was a tiny settlement in the middle of nowhere. It consisted of a few buildings; one was a hotel called the Clifton House. The Clifton House was a grand, three-story hotel with an especially fine restaurant.

Besides the Clifton House, Red River had one other attraction. And this one brought cattlemen and horsemen to town from near and far. Behind the hotel was a quarter-mile racetrack. Owners would bring in their fastest horses for informal match races run ’round the track. While there was nothing professional about these races, they were taken quite seriously.

On the evening of January 7, 1874, in this nowhere town, two men sat facing each other over dinner in a small, dimly lit chili parlor across from the Clifton House. The scene looked normal enough—except there was a feeling of expectation, distrust, and danger hanging in the air.

One of the diners, Clay Allison, had left his Cimarron ranch earlier that day with his favorite racing horse. He headed for Red River, planning a day at the races and what he believed would be a big win. What he didn’t plan on was meeting a familiar face—that of Chuck Colbert.

Colbert was considered to be one of the baddest outlaws in the West. He was credited with killing more than seven men, and he wanted to add Allison to the list. His reasons were both personal and professional. Allison was considered a pure “shootist,” a man respected for his talent with a gun— and that made him a good target for a man trying to widen his reputation as a gunslinger. That was Colbert’s professional reason.

Colbert’s personal reason had to do with his Uncle Zack Colbert. Uncle Zack had been a ferryman on the Red River near Denison, Texas, when Allison and his family headed west from Tennessee after the Civil War. Seems Allison didn’t like the price of crossing, so he beat or killed Uncle Zack, then proceeded to ferry his family across the river for nothing. Colbert never forgot or forgave the incident.

The races for the day were over when Colbert challenged Allison’s champion. Their steeds went head to head, and the race ended in a dead heat. Neither Colbert nor Allison was happy with the results, and their behavior toward each other was like a lukewarm blanket over a sheet of ice.

Trying to put up a front of good sportsmanship, they agreed to have dinner together, but not before they shared a few more drinks—and both had already been tipping the bottle much of the day. Colbert’s friend Charles Cooper joined them at a table, and Colbert and Allison sat down across from each other.

When dinner was over, the men sat sipping their coffee. Colbert, a right-hander, slowly reached for his coffee with his left hand. Allison noticed the unusual move. His sharp reflexes clicked in, and his chair crashed to the floor as he leaned backwards just as Colbert’s right hand went to his lap and came away with his six-shooter. Colbert rushed his shot, and the bullet plowed into the table. He didn’t get a second chance. Allison whipped his gun up and shot Colbert in the face, driving the bullet home above his right eye and ending the life of the killer gunman. Allison felt no remorse; he believed that Colbert intended to kill him.
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Twelve days later, Cooper, who had shared that ill-fated dinner with Colbert and Allison, was seen riding toward Cimarron. After that he completely disappeared. Talk was that Allison had killed him. It took two years for the authorities to charge Allison with Cooper’s murder, but no proof could be found, and Allison was released.

Speculation about the murder of Cooper was just one of the many rumors, myths, and half-truths that surround Clay Allison. For example, take his physique. He was listed by the army as being five feet eleven inches, but others had him at six feet to six feet two inches. He was reported to have shiny hazel-brown eyes by a resident of Cimarron, but clear blue eyes by others. And his decided limp? It was attributed to his being born with a clubfoot. But it was also attributed to his having shot himself through the instep of his right foot as an adult. Perhaps he shot himself through his clubfoot.

And then there were his escapades in the Civil War. Allison bragged that he served as a scout for General Nathan Bedford Forrest, was captured, declared a spy, and sentenced to death. He told of escaping on the eve he was to be shot as a spy by the Yankee guards. As Allison told it, he got away by swimming ashore from Johnson Island, Ohio, in Lake Erie’s Sandusky Bay. But there is some confusion between the story Allison told and the official Confederate Army records, which list Allison as being a prisoner in Alabama from May 4 through May 10, 1865.

Allison’s life as a youngster was simpler and more peaceful than his life as an adult. Things started out well for the Allison family. Clay was born in Wayne County, Tennessee, on September 2, 1841. He was the fourth child in a family of eight children, and his father was a Presbyterian circuit rider.

Allison was living on his family farm when the Civil War broke out. He left home and joined the Tennessee Light Artillery. But three months later he was back on the farm with a medical discharge. The army doctors reported that Allison was “incapable of performing the duties of a soldier because of a blow received many years ago. Emotional or physical excitement produce paroxysmals [sic] of a mixed character, partly epileptic and partly maniacal.”

His civilian life didn’t last long. Clay was determined to fight the Yankee aggressors. He reenlisted, this time in Company F, Nineteenth Tennessee Cavalry. He served two years, until the regiment surrendered on May 4, 1865. He took away from the war a deep and abiding hatred for Yankees, blacks, and soldiers in particular.

Clay was home from the army one day when a corporal from the Third Illinois Cavalry rode up to the farmhouse. The corporal announced he was going to take all the household valuables. In his enthusiasm the corporal picked up, then accidentally dropped, Mrs. Allison’s prized pitcher. Allison went to the closet, pulled out his gun, and killed the soldier.

It was this unpredictable behavior that marked Allison as a dangerous man and led to the web of dark fantasies woven around him. Ordinarily a quiet and polite man, Allison could explode with an unreasonable and violent rage at the slightest provocation. Drinking seemed to trigger his unbalanced mental condition.

In the late 1860s Allison was hired as a cowboy for cattle drivers Charles Goodnight and Oliver Loving. He accompanied the drive that went from Fort Belknap, Texas, to the Pecos River, then to Fort Sumner in the New Mexico Territory, and finally on to Denver in the Colorado Territory. It was on that drive that Clay first saw New Mexico and decided to someday make the land his home.

And the opportunity soon arose. His brother-in-law, Lew Coleman, and his partner, Irvin W. Lacy, decided to move their cattle operation to New Mexico Territory, and they hired Allison to head up the cattle drive. Allison was given a portion of the herd for pay, and with the cattle he earned, he was able to set up his own ranch in the Cimarron area. But while he was still on the drive, Allison couldn’t control his maniacal nature. As the drive neared Cimarron City, Allison spotted a number of army mules corralled for the night. His hatred of all things army prompted him to stampede the mules.

In Cimarron, Allison’s new home, his legend flourished. One day in October 1870, Clay and his friend Davy Crockett (not the Alamo Crockett) were spending the day drinking in John Pearson’s saloon in Elizabethtown, New Mexico Territory, when a hysterical woman rushed in. Dulcinia Madonado Kennedy told a tale of horror. Her husband had murdered her baby son and had killed a number of travelers. She claimed he had buried the bodies under their cabin. Allison and a group of men went to the cabin where they found Kennedy too drunk to explain himself. He was arrested and placed in jail to await trial.

According to legend, Allison was furious. He believed Kennedy to be guilty of these heinous crimes, and he wanted swift justice. Judge Benjamin Houx ordered a search of the Kennedy grounds. Bones were found, but before it could be determined if the bones were human or animal, Allison and others decided to take matters into their own hands.

Kennedy was dragged from jail, taken to the local slaughterhouse, and hanged on October 7. Allison continued the assault on the dead body by picking up a butcher knife and chopping off Kennedy’s head. Later, Allison and Crockett entered Henry Lambert’s saloon in Cimarron with a bloody gunnysack containing the dismembered head. Allison insisted the head be displayed on a pike outside the saloon. He wanted all to know that Kennedy had been made to pay for his crimes.

The New Mexican published an article that had some points of disagreement with this tale. It reported that in September, Kennedy was arrested on a charge of murder. A witness testified that he saw Kennedy shoot an American while he was sleeping in the Kennedy cabin. A jury failed to reach a verdict in the case, and another trial was ordered. Meanwhile, Kennedy was placed in a secured log house for the night. Vigilantes surprised the guards, took Kennedy to the slaughterhouse, and hanged him. There is no mention of a decapitation in the story, and the fact is that the Lambert saloon was not built until two years after Kennedy was murdered. Ultimately, there is no proof that Allison was part of the vigilante mob that hanged Kennedy.

Some of the tales about Allison are more concrete. During the 1870s he killed or helped kill several men. And by 1875 he was embroiled in the “Colfax County War,” a bloody land-rights dispute, setting himself on the side of homesteaders and against the Santa Fe Ring, a collective of attorneys, businessmen, and public officials bent on unscrupulously acquiring Spanish and Mexican land grants that had carried over to the United States after the Mexican War. Members of the Santa Fe Ring included congressional delegate Stephen Benton Elkins, US District Attorney Thomas Catron, Chief Justice Joseph G. Palen, Henry L. Waldo, and County Probate Judge Robert H. Longwill.

Allison’s friend Rev. F. J. Tolby was an outspoken critic of the Santa Fe Ring. On September 14, 1875, he was shot and killed returning from a visit to Elizabethtown. Cruz Vegas was arrested for the murder, but he insisted Manuel Cardenas was the guilty man. Cruz was “rescued” from the jail by a mob and hanged. Allison is reported to have shot him in the back to put him out of his misery, then cut him down, and dragged him through the desert, where his body was left to rot.

Vegas’s employer, Pancho Griego, came looking for Allison. It was rumored that Griego was an enforcer for the ring. Allison and Griego met in front of the St. James Hotel. They decided to talk things out over a drink and went into the bar. Their conversation was friendly, and Griego asked Allison to step into the corner to continue their talk. They talked for a few more moments—then Allison drew his revolver and shot Griego three times. This final display of Allison’s violence and instability was too much for the residents of Cimarron. The local newspaper started a campaign to get Allison removed from the area. In retaliation, Allison broke into the Cimarron News and Press one evening, dumped the printing press into the river, and scattered the cases of type.

The next day, Mrs. Ada Morley, owner and publisher of the newspaper, was in tears when she discovered her wrecked office. When Allison discovered the newspaper was owned by a woman, he left his ranch and rode into town to find her. Finding Morley in the destroyed office, he inquired if she were the owner. When she confirmed that she was, an embarrassed Allison reached into his shirt, pulled out a thick wad of bills, and thrust the money into her hands, telling her to buy a new press. “I don’t fight women,” he declared.

Clay Allison became Mrs. Morley’s defending knight. When an enemy accused her of the bogus charge of stealing a registered letter and indicted her for robbing the mails, Allison sent out a warning: “Bring that woman to trial and not a man will come out of the courtroom alive.” No action was taken against Ada Morley.

Some tales about Allison, like this one, lend a note of humor to the lifestyle of the gunman. A shootout to the death between Allison and Mace Bowman ended with the men drinking together and then deciding who deserved the gunman’s crown by stripping to their underwear and shooting at each other’s feet. The dancing duel ended when both reached the point of exhaustion. And the fact that both men left the duel unscathed doesn’t say much for their so-called shooting expertise. Another time, Allison reportedly raced through town bellowing a rebel yell while wearing nothing but his boots.

Yet another naked encounter was planned between Clay and a Colfax County neighbor. To settle a disagreement, they agreed to dig a grave, jump in naked, and fight with knives to the death. A blank gravestone was placed by the pit, and the winner was to bear the responsibility of burying the dead man and having the stone properly engraved. Some say this fight happened, and Allison emerged the winner. Some say Allison died before the fight could take place. Whichever way it happened, it’s all part of the Allison myth.

Allison also had serious run-ins with the law; one in particular was documented in the newspapers. Clay and his brother John were enjoying the nightlife in Las Animas, Colorado Territory, drinking and dancing at the Olympia Dance Hall. Some of the patrons complained to Sheriff Faber that the brothers were creating a disturbance by stepping on patrons’ toes and trying to start fights. Faber made a weak attempt to arrest the brothers, but since they were both wearing pistols, he left the dance hall without pressing the issue.

He returned with two deputies, rifle in hand. As the lawmen entered, someone shouted, “Look out!” and Faber fired, hitting John Allison. Clay pulled his pistol out and fired at Faber, whose gun discharged as he fell to the floor, again striking John. The deputies disappeared out the door at a run. Clay followed to the front steps of the Olympic, firing at the fleeing men.


Returning to the dance hall, he dragged the dead body of Faber over to his injured brother, saying, “John, here’s the man that shot you. Look at the damned son of a bitch—I killed him.” Clay took John to their hotel room at the Vandiver House, and it was there that Sheriff Spires found and arrested them for the murder of Sheriff Faber. John was in serious condition, and it was believed he might not recover. Meanwhile, Allison was released on ten thousand dollars bail on January 8, 1877. In February, John was still recovering when he was released for lack of evidence. And in March a grand jury delivered a verdict of self-defense in Allison’s trial.

Clay Allison moved back to Texas in 1880 and the following year married Dora McCullough, the sister of John Allison’s wife. The marriage had a sobering effect on Clay; the birth of his daughter in 1885, even more so.

But Clay had one more story up his sleeve. It is said that in the following year on a cattle trip to Wyoming, he developed a severe toothache and stopped by a dentist in Cheyenne. Unfortunately, the nervous dentist worked on the wrong tooth. An angry and still hurting Allison stormed out of the dental office. He found another dentist in town who fixed the tooth and advised Clay that he had seen
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