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  CHAPTER 1 NED BUNTLINE ALL-AMERICAN HUCKSTER


  He felt the flames of the angry crowd’s torches licking at his thin-soled boots, heard the gabbling shrieks calling for his head, his neck, and other valued parts of his anatomy, and then Edward Zane Carroll Judson, also quite well known at the time as famed writer Ned Buntline, made a daring escape. At least that is how such a moment would play out in one of his own ripping yarns. In truth, his escape was impressive, though not in the way he might have preferred. . . .


  The awning frame from which his portly form clung surrendered with a snap (perhaps under the tremendous weight of Judson’s bloated ego), and he dropped three stories to the hard-packed earth, jolting his weary bones. But Buntline had little time to check on his own physical state, for law enforcement bulled through the angry congregants swarming the fallen man and hustled him off to jail.


  As he stewed in his cell, rubbing his swelling ankles and gnawing his lower lip, Buntline may well have—or should have—ruminated on what event or chain of them had brought him to this lowly locale.


  “How,” one surmises Judson may well have wondered, “did I come to such an ignoble impasse?”


  And if he were honest with himself, it wasn’t much of an effort to trace back the timeline to how indeed Buntline managed to find himself alone in a dank jail cell in 1846, in Nashville, Tennessee, awaiting news of his very future. He’d been in town innocently enough, promoting the latest of his various publishing attempts, a magazine called Ned Buntline’s Own.


  It appears the charismatic and very much married Judson had been caught in mid-dalliance with one equally married Mrs. Robert Porterfield. And it was Robert Porterfield himself who caught the pair of paramours flirting. He produced a pistol and cranked off a poorly aimed shot at squealing Ned who, also armed, returned fire. Ned’s shot, as one would expect from a self-proclaimed “expert marksman,” found its target—somewhat—for it pierced Mr. Porterfield just above the left eye. It seems that the shot didn’t lay Porterfield too low just yet, but our intrepid Buntline wisely gave himself over to the authorities.


  There was a hearing the next day, and Ned pleaded that it was a pure and simple case of self-defense, something to which the wounded man’s brother—along with a few of the wounded man’s friends—took offense. They unholstered their own firearms and proceeded to open fire at Buntline in the courtroom.


  But wait—there’s more! Agitated Ned, feeling most aggrieved and not a little surrounded, took the one opportunity that presented itself—the only one he felt gave him a modicum of a chance, anyway, and dashed out of the courthouse, across the street, and into a hotel. The mob from the courthouse, as well as others following the action outside, were in hot pursuit of portly Buntline, and they rained rocks and yet more bullets at the hapless lothario. He bolted up the hotel’s stairwells, all the way to the third floor. But not before he was dealt a painful wound in the chest with a rock.


  With the mob closing in, Buntline jumped from a third-floor window. He aimed for the awning, it broke, and that’s when he dropped like a stone to the ground many feet below, from where he was hauled off to the hoosegow.


  And that’s precisely when he found himself in the jail, wondering about his fate, and heard shouts—the mob again—but this time it sounded louder, closer, angrier, and more plentiful. As it turns out, the mob was all these things, and for good reason: It seems his sweetie’s husband, Robert Porterfield, succumbed to the bullet wound Buntline had delivered. Incensed friends, family, and anyone else with an ax to grind and a drink in his belly, mobbed up and descended on the jail.


  The seething throng wasted no time in overpowering the night guard, procured the keys to the cell, and dragged the howling, protesting Ned Buntline out. They continued to drag him until they reached the town square, where someone hastily rigged up a rope with a noose at the end, dangling from a convenient post.


  Despite his screams of innocence, Buntline was strung up and hanged.


  Yes, hanged. By the neck.


  But in typical Ned Buntline fashion, in what could well have been a breathless escape from the pages of one of his very own pages of purple prose, he made a daring escape. As his full weight dropped down, stretching the hanging rope to capacity, the hastily worked hempen necktie snapped, as luck—and a few well-placed friends in attendance—would have it. Other versions of the story claim that his friends cut him down and smuggled him out of the hot seat, whisking him away before the crowd redoubled its bloodlust.


  [image: Inveterate huckster, womanizer, temperance leader who preached whilst inebriated, and all-around rogue, Edward Zane Carroll Judson, aka Ned Buntline, “father of the dime novel,” was also the highest-paid author of his day, and arguably did more than anyone else to shape modern perceptions of the Old West. Photo by Napoleon Sarony.]


  Either way, it makes for riveting reading, and Buntline lived to dally another day. He once again appeared in court, and, owing largely to the overly zealous crowd’s vigilante activities, the judge let him go. Curiously enough, though not surprisingly, Buntline would tell audiences after the incident that the chest wound he’d received from the mob’s rock was in fact a painful reminder left by an Apache arrow. And his public, aware of the truth or not, lapped it up like kittens at a bowl of cream.


  In a letter to a local newspaper following the incident, Buntline made hay with the events and was able to convince himself, if not what he imagined to be a vast and admiring public, that he had suffered greater injuries and injustices than he actually had. Though considering all he underwent, it’s a wonder he felt compelled to embellish the proceedings at all.


  
    I hasten to tell you that I am worth ten “dead” men yet. . . . I expect to leave here for the East in three or four days. I cannot yet rise from my bed; my left arm and leg are helpless, and my whole left side is sadly bruised. Out of twenty-three shots, all within ten steps, the pistols seven times touching my body, I was slightly hit by three only. I fell forty-seven feet three inches (measured), on hard, rocky ground, and not a bone cracked! Thus God told them I was innocent. As God is my judge, I never wronged Robert Porterfield. My enemies poisoned his ears, and foully belied me. I tried to avoid harming him, and calmly talked with him while he fired three shots at me, each shot grazing my person. I did not fire till I saw that he was determined to kill me, and then I fired but once. Gross injustice has been done me in the published descriptions of the affair. . . . I shall not be tried; the grand jury have set, and no bill has been found against me. The mob was raised by and composed of men who were my enemies on other accounts than the death of Porterfield. They were the persons whom I used to score in my little paper, Ned Buntline’s Own. . . . The rope did not break; it was cut by a friend. . . . Mr. Porterfield was a brave, good, but rash and hasty man; . . . His wife is as innocent as an angel. No proof has ever been advanced that I ever touched her hand.

  


  None of this slowed Ned, who continued to have dalliances with women other than his wives and to whom other men were married. Some folks never learn. Others never want to. Others, such as Buntline, refuse to, probably because they’re having way too much fun.


  And that is but one of dozens, perhaps more, of the amazing stories that together make up the real and imagined life of one Edward Zane Carroll Judson, as Ned Buntline, at one time America’s highest-paid author. Arguably he was, more than any other, the man who made the men who made the mythic West. He was undoubtedly a remarkable and a largely self-made man who led an extraordinary life. The gleam of his documented accomplishments can only be outshone by the harsh glare from his all-too-real less-than-savory exploits.


  Our hero was born in Harpersfield, New York, on March 20, 1821, to Bethany and Levi Carroll Judson. When but a lad of thirteen in 1834, young Edward had a dust-up with his lawyer father. It seems that dear old dad wanted him to pursue law. Young Edward resisted and the two came to blows. Edward left home and headed straight for the sea—the very career path he’d long pined for, and one his father had ridiculed.


  He ended up as a cabin boy on a ship, the first of a long list of vessels that hosted the young sailor. By the next year Judson tasted fame for the first time for a selfless act of heroism. He dove into New York’s East River, with little regard for his personal safety, and helped rescue a boat’s crew from drowning. In true Buntline fashion it was an incident he would later brag about—much in keeping with his lifelong lack of humility.


  He ended up on a number of seagoing vessels and served in the Seminole Wars. He never got too close to combat, though during the Civil War he once again served, this time as an enlistee in the First New York Mounted Rifles. He attained the rank of sergeant before being found guilty of drunkenness, resulting in a dishonorable discharge.


  In 1838 he saw publication of his first story, a tale of action, in Knickerbocker magazine. By 1844 he began using the byline “Ned Buntline” (buntline being a nautical term for a length of rope attached to the lower edge of a large, square sail).


  Once back in New York, Buntline launched a number of short-lived publications of his own and experienced a taste of success with a popular serialized story called “The Mysteries and Miseries of New York.” The grim read detailed the realities of life in New York’s famed slum, the Bowery district.


  Being of an opinionated nature, Judson was not able to hold his tongue when he recognized injustices. His true motives, however, emerged as opportunities for him to orate, to raise a hue and cry, and generally attract attention to himself. He reasoned that life’s gray areas were ripe for exploitation. He famously preached for temperance, railing and rallying against strong drink. And after such fiery orations, in which he exhorted his audience to abstain from the foul effects of the devil’s brew, he could be found at a local tavern hoisting a few with friends. After all, raging before a crowd was thirsty work.


  He toured frequently, giving lectures and working to stay ahead of creditors. As he roved, he moved from city to city, setting up shop and launching another publication on the world. In the process he racked up mounds of debt. In 1845, following a stint in New York City, he ventured westward to Cincinnati, and started up Western Literary Journal and Monthly Magazine, but later that year it appeared bankruptcy was his only option out of that widening financial hole. So what did Buntline do? He skipped town, beat a retreat from the Buckeye State, made a midnight run for it, and ended up in Eddyville, Kentucky.


  Then, just when he was in dire need of a wad of cash, as happened so many times in Buntline’s life, chance stepped in and beckoned with a come-hither look. With no help, if we are to believe Ned’s own account of the event, he tracked down and captured two murderers and claimed a $600 reward for his efforts. Instead of paying off debts, however, he thumbed through the wad of fresh greenbacks, grinned, and headed out of town. This time he made for Nashville, Tennessee, where, true to form, he once again launched a publication. This time it was called Ned Buntline’s Own.


  It was this publication that he was in the midst of running when in March 1846, he was caught up in the aforementioned duel with Robert Porterfield, who had discovered Buntline dallying with his young (teenage!) bride.


  Following this near-death brush in Nashville, Buntline bolted for the big city once more, and in 1848 he relaunched Ned Buntline’s Own, this time from the Big Apple. And this time it stuck. His popularity as a writer blossomed nationwide. He was also active in politics, and because of this he was well situated and willing to exert his increasing influence where he might.


  He supported nativism, a perennially popular sentiment to restrict or prohibit immigration to the United States. The movement strongly advocated for native-born peoples’ rights (never mind that the only true natives at the time were members of the various Indian tribes). The movement’s rallying cry, “America for Americans!” was one Buntline would use to whip up crowds at his various lectures. Buntline’s support of nativism coincided with his rapid rise in the Know Nothing Party, as well as the Patriotic Order of Sons of America, in which natives sought ways to purify the political scene in America.


  His connection with this exclusionary movement led to his being an instigator and participant in 1849’s Astor Place Riot, a debacle that resulted in twenty-five deaths, more than 120 injuries, and Buntline’s imprisonment for a year. Some time later, he was once again a member of the Know Nothing Party, and a mover and shaker in another nativist riot, this time in St. Louis, Missouri, when a man was shot and the home of German immigrants was burned. Buntline may also have been present in Maine when a Swiss priest was tarred and feathered for providing aid to Irish immigrants.


  [image: image]


  In true Buntline fashion, one of the most famous items attached to his life story never actually existed. The Colt’s Buntline Special handgun was allegedly a limited-edition special order of Samuel Colt’s famous .45-caliber single-action six-gun, but with barrels four inches longer than the standard eight inches. Add to that standard hand grips and the gun would have been eighteen inches long overall.


  It was said to also have had a demountable walnut rifle stock, complete with thumbscrew mounting accessory, a buckskin thong, the name “Ned” carved in the butt of the handgrip, and a hand-carved custom-made holster befitting the enhanced size of the weapon. It is said Buntline had them made so that he might present them to each of five Dodge City lawmen—Wyatt Earp, Bat Masterson, Bill Tilghman, Charles Bassett, and Neal Brown—as thank-you gifts for supplying him with so much ripe material for writing his popular Western yarns.


  The story of the Buntline Special has been so well polished and admired through the years that it’s become somewhat apocryphal to refute it, and yet . . . it’s full of holes. As was much of what Buntline claimed about his own writing, his own life, his own prowess with a gun, the story of the Buntline Special smacks of the very ingredients that make good pulpy reading so much fun. We simply want to believe the stories because they are so great to listen to. But that doesn’t mean he didn’t hobnob with some of the wildest characters of the Old West. . . .


  [image: image]


  Judson smacked his pudgy hands on the counter at the train depot and waited for the clerk to turn around. “What does it take for a man to get a question answered around here?”


  The man sighed and slowly turned. “What may I help you with, Mister . . .?”


  The stocky man thumbed his lapels and puffed up a bit, the various gaudy medals and ribbons on his frock coat clanking and ruffling. “I, sir, am Colonel Ned Buntline. And I’ve heard tell that a certain colorful character is in town.”


  “I’m certain you are the most well known currently in North Platte, Nebraska, Mr. Buntline.”


  Judson puffed up a bit more at this and smiled. “Be that as it may, I have heard . . .,” he glanced right and left, though they were the only people in the large room. He leaned forward, lowering his voice, and continued, “that Wild Bill Hickok himself is in town.”


  “You don’t say?” the clerk tried to suppress a smirk.


  “You know where he is, don’t you?” Judson smacked a hand on the counter again. “I demand you tell me where I can find him, sir.”


  The clerk sighed again. “You don’t need to get so worked up, Colonel. Wild Bill’s whereabouts isn’t any secret. He’s at Fort McPherson. Playing cards, I expect.” He jerked a thumb over his right shoulder. “That-a-way.”


  “Well then.” Judson tugged the bottom of his vest—it had been riding up over his paunch—and stood straight. “That’s all you needed to tell me, sir. No need to play such games. I shall rent a conveyance and proceed to the fort.” He scooped up the handle of his luggage and clomped down the boardwalk, aware that his presence had caused not a few stares. Good, as it should be. He smiled as he walked toward a livery.


  Once at the fort, Buntline stopped before the door where he’d been told he could find Hickok. He tugged down on the bottom of his vest once more, cleared his throat, then opened the door and stepped inside. He felt his heartbeat quicken. He would soon meet a man he could envision making famous—more famous. He would make the man a household name . . . all over the world! Why, Judson would be surprised if Hickok didn’t pay him for the privilege.


  As he scanned the room, a few faces turned his way, then looked back to their card games, their drinks, their conversations, and he spotted the man. There he was at the back of the room, facing the door, a plank wall behind him. The man was thin faced, with a bony nose, long hair, and drooping mustaches. Everything about the man seemed long. His low-crown hat rested atop the table by his elbow.


  The excitement was too much for him, and Judson strode straight across the room toward the man.


  “You, sir! You’re my man! I want you!”


  The shout fairly echoed across the broad, well-packed room. The voice paused shoppers and riders in their tracks. Their gazes swiveled toward the shouter, a stranger who was fairly burly, none-too-tall, and had a foolish grin below bushy mustaches, his eyes wide. And he was looking straight at William Butler “Wild Bill” Hickok.


  Hickok looked none too impressed. His cheek muscles bunched, but he tried to turn back to talking with the men with whom he was playing cards. But a second shout seemed to rattle the windows of the saloon. Hickok sighed, closed his eyes briefly, and shook his head. He was used to this sort of attention.


  But he surprised everyone in the room by suddenly rising to his feet, cards and chips scattering across the baize tabletop as he stepped out from behind the table.


  “What is it you want, little man?” Hickok spoke as he strode fast and manfully across the room, angling straight toward the boisterous newcomer.


  The man to whom he spoke halted and drew back, startled by the sudden reaction his forceful words had instigated.


  “I . . . I’m,” the stranger stammered briefly but quickly gathered himself. He straightened and advanced on Hickok. But instead of meeting an extended hand with his, he was confronted with a drawn revolver and a hard stare, sneering lips beneath those drooping mustaches.


  “You have twenty-four hours to get on out of this town, mister.” He stepped close, peeled back the hammer, and raised the deadly snout of the long pistol. “Or I will shoot you dead. Do you understand me, sir?” His voice was a low, cold thing, the small mouth barely moving from under the long mustaches. But there was no mistaking the equally icy stare. Buntline knew this was no joke, no idle threat.


  He swallowed, dry and tense. Hickok did not move; his gun hand was steady. Buntline nodded, kept nodding even as he backed up a few steps, then half-turned and sidestepped to the door. But even as he hastily left the saloon, even as his heart thudded in his chest, he was beginning to grin. Hickok in person was the man Buntline had hoped he would be. Wild Bill, indeed!


  As he bustled back to town, the gunman’s threat echoing in his ears, Bunt-line smiled wide and rubbed his hands together. “If I can’t yet talk to Hickok, by gum, I’ll talk to people who know the man. Get his story that way. And others too!”


  By the time of this less-than-successful meet-up with Wild Bill Hickok, “Colonel” Ned Buntline, as he called himself (though his military records most definitely did not indicate he’d risen to any rank close to colonel), was nonetheless quite a celebrity. He was widely known as the author of more published works than any other living writer. And his income supported this designation: At a time when most people were making a few dollars a week, Buntline’s annual income was in the neighborhood of $20,000. And it was as a writer of “shilling shockers” that he earned his phenomenal fame and income.


  Buntline became known as the “King of the Dime Novelists,” the very readables he once skewered in the pages of his newspaper as trash literature, defending his criticisms as “a duty which the station we have assumed demands of us.” His own words fell on his own deaf ears, however, because he claimed to have written one 610-page novel in sixty-two hours. And while it may not have been the highest sort of literature, it no doubt entertained the masses and earned its author a tidy sum.


  Shortly after his less-than-successful meeting with Wild Bill Hickok, Bunt-line tracked down one William F. Cody in an effort to find Hickok’s friends and get his desired information in that way. But Cody surprised him in being not only affable but a man who was also a full-blown frontier character—just the sort he’d been looking for. He traveled with Cody for a time and worked up stories about the man. He even laid claim to having invented the name “Buffalo Bill,” which Cody would carry through his coming global success as a showman.


  Beginning with the December 23, 1869, issue of New York Weekly, Buntline serialized the novel Buffalo Bill, the King of the Border Men. Shortly after this hugely popular novel appeared, it was turned into a play. Seeing the success of his own work as a play, Buntline became convinced he could do an even better job than the playwright. He claimed that he wrote the play, Scouts of the Prairie, in four hours.


  The work went on to star not only Buffalo Bill Cody himself, but also Texas Jack Omohundro, another frontiersman acquaintance of Cody’s. Buntline even wrote himself into the play as a hard-bitten frontier character. His acting was singled out as being particularly bad. The New York Herald wrote: “Ned Buntline . . . represents the part as badly as it is possible for any human being to represent it. . . . ‘Buffalo Bill’ is a good-looking fellow, tall and straight as an arrow, but ridiculous as an actor. . . . Ludicrous beyond the power of description is Ned Buntline’s temperance address in the forest. . . . Everything was so wonderfully bad it was almost good.”


  The 1872 play itself was a critical failure, but audiences enjoyed it, and it toured, after its Chicago debut, to St. Louis, Cincinnati, Albany, Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Harrisburg. Starring in the play also convinced Cody that though he was not good at remembering his lines, he very much enjoyed being in front of an audience, something he would perfect in the coming years when he devised his famed touring Wild West show.


  Buntline’s well-documented popularity with women was another in a long line of ironies in his life, given that he was not particularly attractive. He was of less-than-average height, chunky physique, and had a pocked face topped with bushy red hair and bushier red mustaches. He walked oddly, more so when he’d been drinking alcohol, and yet even when he was sober, his gait was one of a man in discomfort. He suffered from arthritis and an improperly healed leg fracture from his three-story jump to escape from that mob intent on lynching him, itself the result of a dalliance with a lady.


  Yet for all that, Buntline was also impressively erudite for a poorly educated man. He was charming, charismatic, and very well liked, even by people to whom he had become indebted. But it seems that his charms, especially concerning women, were as transitory as his fortunes. He was married six times, had six children, and was accused of bigamy by at least one of his wives. In addition to these numerous marriages, Buntline also had a lifelong series of liaisons with other women, often women who were married.


  At various times through the years, he revamped and embellished his military exploits until even he no longer was sure what he had and had not accomplished during his service years. He claimed to have sustained at least twenty wounds on the battlefield, been savaged by Apaches, been a chief of scouts in the Indian Wars, and so much more.


  He retired to his home, the Eagle’s Nest, which he had custom built for himself in Stamford, New York. He died on July 16, 1886, at the age of sixty-three, sixty-four, or perhaps sixty-five. He’d lied so often about his age that no one is certain how old he was. Owing to a lifelong lack of financial restraint, overspending, and mismanaging his finances, his wife was forced to sell the Eagle’s Nest to pay debt.


  In addition to being a hugely successful writer—at one time the highest-paid author in the United States—Buntline was at various times in his life a posse member, probably a murderer, a bail-jumper, a blackmailer, a bigamist, an inciter of riots, a horse and boat thief, and so much more. As a critic of certain types of sport he deemed uncivilized, he shot a man’s dog so the owner would no longer hunt in such a manner.


  Buntline drank heavily, yet preached temperance vehemently, sometimes inviting his audiences to join him afterward at local taverns. In print he could be particularly savage in exposing gamblers and houses of prostitution. In private, he frequented bordellos, gambled, and blackmailed others he met there lest their names appear in his publications.


  Conversely, he was also reputed to be a crack shot with a rifle and pistol, a swordsman, a fine rider of horses, generous to various charitable organizations, widely read, a keen hunter and fisherman, and politically active. In other words, Edward Zane Carroll Judson, aka Colonel Ned Buntline, was a complex individual not easily categorized, but he led a fascinating life jam-packed with adventure, that much is certain.


  Despite—or perhaps because of—all that, does a lifetime of tall-tale-telling and tongue wagging, of lying and cheating so habitually that even the teller came to believe his own fabrications, make Ned Buntline a swindler of the highest order? You bet. And we wouldn’t want him any other way.


  CHAPTER 2 SOAPY SMITH SKAGWAY’S SLIPPERY SULTAN


  In these modern times when it’s become fashionable to revise history to adhere to current modes of thought and opinion, it’s amusing to read the efforts of people devoted to sanding the well-earned burrs and sharp corners off the jagged, smoking hunks of legacy the various nefarious sorts have left behind. One well-sanded case in point: Jefferson Randolph “Soapy” Smith.


  If the name rings a bell, it’s because he’s been immortalized a number of times in books, on film, in song, and more. And all because he was a societal mooch. To give the man his due credit, he was quite good at his particular brand of theft. He scammed gullible galoots out of their holdings, be it cash, gold, land, or Granny’s savings. And he did it all with a smile and a friendly arm around the shoulder.


  Smith was born on November 2, 1860, in Georgia. And before his untimely end at the barrel of a smoking gun thirty-seven years later, Jefferson Randolph “Soapy” Smith II would range far in his pursuit of marks. It was an effort to quell the avaricious urge that was his lifelong companion. Or perhaps the need to fleece others was a monkey on his back. If so, it was a beloved pet, for Smith roved far and wide, from Texas to Colorado to Alaska, where he became the Scourge of Skagway.


  But all that was yet to come on that second day of November 1860 when he emerged, one imagines red-faced and bawling, for close inspection. And that’s when I picture the man as a bearded baby, tweezering a wallet from the leaning doctor’s coat pocket, the bejeweled necklace from around the neck of the busty nurse, a collection of rattles and pacifiers mounding up in his own bassinet, filched from other babies in the nursery.


  The less-fanciful truth is that he grew up on his family’s sprawling, well-appointed plantation in Newnan, Georgia. His family was a well-heeled, well-educated lot for which cash-flow woes didn’t exist. Alas, with the end of the Civil War, as with so many similarly situated Southern families, the Smith clan’s cash dried up. They trekked westward to the town of Round Rock, Texas, in 1876, and two years later young Jefferson was on hand to see notorious outlaw Sam Bass succumb to death from a gunshot by a posse member.


  If this influenced young Smith, it was to impress upon him the need to not get caught. Whether he was able to follow that notion in his own shady dealings remained at the time to be seen.


  Not long after, the quick-witted and quicker-fingered Smith relocated, sans family, to Fort Worth, Texas, where, in the company of rogues and scala-wags, he finally found a place where he felt at home. Following his cleverly devised scams, soon enough they were doing young Smith’s bidding. These were heady days for Jeff Smith, still not yet known as “Soapy,” building a budding reputation as “King of the Frontier Con Men.”


  Always careful to keep a few light steps ahead of the law—and any citizens with vigilante leanings he might have irked—Smith and his cohorts concocted a rogues’ gallery of short cons. These were swindles that took little time to set up, exercise, then dismantle, all before moving on. Such quickies included all manner of variations on the shell game, card cons, and, by the late 1870s and early 1880s, the swindle he perfected in Denver for which he earned his infamous moniker. . . .


  “What you got there, bub?” The man who spoke narrowed his eyes and bent forward at the waist, his hands tucked behind his suitcoat. With an intent gaze he eyeballed the display the tall young man had been for a few short minutes setting up on the busy Denver street corner. A number of people had slowed, gazing at his wares. Thus far none had stopped, save for the old man.


  “I am glad you asked, sir.” The young man nodded smartly toward his inquisitor, who continued to stare at the display. “I am Jefferson Smith, purveyor of fine soaps, plain and simple. If you will but stick around for a few more minutes, I will endeavor to sell my soap to these kindly folks looking to go about their business.”


  “And they’re all in need of soap, is that what you’re saying, young fella?” The older man finally looked at him. A cake of soap in each hand, Smith paused in stacking them atop his salesman’s display case balanced on a tripod.


  “We all, sir, could use a good soaping now and again.” He kept his gaze on the man’s face. His comment had the desired effect—the older man’s eyebrows arched and Smith thought he detected a faint smile there. Might be he’d have to watch this old fellow. He was shrewd. Too much so? Time would tell.


  [image: Having worn out his welcome in Colorado, con man Jefferson Randolph “Soapy” Smith II headed north to Alaska in search of easy pickings. He established himself in Skagway as unofficial mayor and bilked hundreds of miners out of their hard-earned nuggets. But it all caught up to him on July 8, 1898, at age 37, when Smith was shot dead over a con he instigated. Courtesy Alaska State Library, Historical Collections. Photograph by Peiser.]


  But then he had little time for further speculation on the point, as the curious began to gather. He knew from experience that if there were no folks sniffing out the possibility of getting something for nothing, he may as well call it quits, pack up, and find another street corner. But this spot had all the earmarks of a prime location. He’d been eyeing it for a week and knew this was the corner for him.


  As people stopped on their way by, more followed suit. The young man reached into an inside coat pocket and slipped out his long leather wallet. From it he produced a stack of paper currency of varying denominations.


  As he worked, he nodded toward the soap. “That soap, my friends, may look like ordinary soap, and in many ways it behaves like ordinary soap. But having been a purveyor of fine soaps for a good many years, I can tell you without reservation that this Magical Bar Soap and Cleanse-All is a one-of-a-kind product that will leave the user cleaner and feeling better than he or she has any earthly right to feel. It is truly that good. How does it attain such lofty heights, you may well ask? Especially for something that looks so . . . let’s face it, ordinary.”


  As he spoke he carefully wrapped the paper cash around a half-dozen bars of the soap, one at a time, using a dollar bill here, a ten there, on up to a single $100 bill that drew the crowd to a hush as he held it up. The higher the denomination, the more intent the gazes of the amassing crowd grew. This was something they wanted to see. Cash! Yes, something wild and exciting was about to take place, and they might have the chance to be part of it.


  Smith first wrapped the cash around a selection of bars, then carefully wrapped each bar of soap in brown paper. What the rapt attendees saw was precisely what Smith wanted them to see—which is the same thing they wanted to see—valuable currency wrapped around bars of soap. What they didn’t notice, however, was Smith’s adroit hand-play. He carefully swapped the larger-denomination bills for $1 bills. Others he hid. Then, he mixed the bars supposedly containing cash in with paper-wrapped bars containing nothing but soap, and proceeded to sell the bars of soap for $1 per bar—far more than the poor-quality soap was worth.


  The sight of the cash-wrapped soap bars elicited the reactions Smith had grown to expect. He fought the urge to exchange the knitted-brow look of serious concern and gravity on his long face with a big grin. Would people never learn that nothing in life was free? Oh, he hoped not.


  He was, after all, about to take their money. Lots and lots of it. And not lose any of his own in the process. Again, the urge to grin had to be pushed down—until later.


  As he worked the bars, he wrapped them in plain brown paper to both conceal the money and to give all the bars a uniform look once again. “You’ll notice, ladies and gentlemen, that I have wrapped various of these bars of soap in paper currency with denominations ranging from $1 to $100. To prevent anyone from acting fraudulently, that is to say to keep us all honest—” He let that hang in the air, and within a second it elicited a crowd-wide laugh, as he’d hoped it would. “I have wrapped the remainder of this stack in plain brown paper, then mixed all the bars together. Now, this fine product should not really require such incentive to be appreciated, but I am willing to forego convention for the sake of excitement.” As he spoke he arranged the pile to his satisfaction.


  By the time he’d finished speaking, he had before him a pyramid-shaped stack of neatly wrapped bars of soap, among which he’d interspersed the bars wrapped in money. All this he did in plain sight of the onlookers, who had become curiously silent.


  “I will now sell this soap to whoever is wise enough, whoever cares enough about their own skin, for $1 per cake. That’s it, that’s all, no other motivation on my end other than to introduce you all to the wonders of this fine product.”


  “I’ll take one!” shouted a stout-looking fellow with a wide face and black, boiled-wool suit. A dented black derby sat perched atop the pear-shaped man’s head as if it were afraid to topple off.


  “Good man,” said Smith as the stout man, none-too-gingerly, angled his girth through the crowd to stand before the soap sales display stand. The smiling salesman nodded and handed the man a neatly wrapped bar of soap as the man handed him a dollar bill. As the man walked back through the crowd, peeling the paper off his soap, he shouted, “Hey! Hey! Lookee here!” He ripped off the rest of the paper and waved a $5 bill in his pudgy fist above his head. “I won! I won me five dollars!”


  The salesman beamed and nodded. “That’s exactly what I hoped would happen! Now folks, if the soap’s quality won’t lure you in on its own merit, maybe the enticement of a few dollars for you to enjoy will help sweeten the deal, as the gamblers say.”


  But he needn’t have explained, since the crowd all but drowned him out as they pressed forward, waving dollar bills and grasping for the bars of paper-wrapped soap. Soon he saw the scattering of disappointed faces as people tore off the wrapping to see nothing but a cake of soap that was worth far less than the dollar they had invested in it. But then many of those same people would gaze at their fellows, see the same results, and surmise that the other wrapped parcels must have not yet been purchased.


  Just then, a happy shout bubbled up from a small, thin man to the side of the crowd near the front. “I’m a winner! A winner! Never in my life . . .” The smiling man rattled a crisp $1 bill and beamed at everybody near him.


  “Here,” a chorus of voices surged. “I’ll take another!” They waved their dollar bills at Smith, the salesman, the purveyor of soap. After another few minutes of this flurry of activity, Smith held up his hands and with the barest of smiles said, “I have good news!”


  The crowd quieted, all eyes forward.


  “The $100 bill has not yet been sold. I repeat, the $100 bill is still hidden somewhere in this pile, available and ready for a new home.”


  The clamor to buy the remaining bars was great, but again the young man held up his large hands and slowly shook his head. “No, no folks, I cannot in all good conscience sell the remaining bars in such a manner.”


  “Why not?” shouted a woman from the back row, her scowl doing its best to sear a path through the air toward him.


  “Because, my good madam, folks such as yourself who are not near the front would not have a fair shot at the winning cake of soap. No, I wish this harmless game to be fair to all who took the time to come out and see me and my humble yet top-notch products. The fairest way to go about this, it seems to me, is to auction off the remaining wrapped bars of soap to the highest bidders in the crowd.”


  The announcement, as he knew it would, drew a few groans from the crowd, mostly from folks in the front row. The rest of the gathered folks fidgeted, ready to place their bids.


  All told, the “auction” drew swift response, with nearly everyone flailing a hand skyward at first. But as the figures crept ever higher, bidders backed off, irked they’d not be the one to reap the promising reward, but relieved, too, that they would not have to explain to an irate spouse why their weekly wage had dwindled noticeably between work and home.


  Once the soap cakes had all been sold, Smith closed his display suitcase, folded the supporting tripod, and, doffing his hat to the various lingerers in the crowd, made his way down the sidewalk, turning left, right, left . . . before ducking into a side-street saloon where everyone knew his name.


  Shortly, in walked the fat man who had won a $5 bill, followed by the thin man who had also won money wrapped around soap. They flanked the soap salesman at the bar and soon all three were exchanging looks, giggling, then elbowing each other and chuckling.


  “Worked like a charm,” said the thin man.


  Smith nodded. “Just like last time. And the time before.”


  “Hey, Jeff, you read what the Denver paper is calling you?”


  “Calling me?” said Smith, raising his dark eyebrows as he quaffed the foamy head off his beer.


  “Yep, they’re calling you Soapy Smith.”


  The tall, dark-haired man knitted his brows a moment, then smiled wide and nodded. “Yes sir, I’d guess that’s about right. I’d say I earned that name. What do you think, boys?”


  The other two men nodded. “Drink up,” he said. “Soapy’s buying!”


  Over the next few months and years, Soapy Smith concentrated his ample efforts on exploiting the wide-open, free-for-all market that was Denver, Colorado. The town offered few restrictions on games of chance. Short cons such as his so-called “Prize Package Soap Sell” were merely a means to an end, some would say a way for Soapy to stay sharp. But they also provided a vital flow of always-useful cash that helped fund the more elaborate setups of his larger cons that included, at various times, sales of “stocks.”


  These stocks were anything but, as were the “offices” where one might go to place bets or gamble the lottery. With Soapy Smith at the helm, a gambler was guaranteed to come out on the short end of the stick. But in Denver in the latter decades of the nineteenth century, anything went, and for a time, most of it “went” to Soapy Smith. By 1879 he and his ever-growing gang had laid well-earned claim to the role of kings of the city’s criminal undertakings.


  How was he able to work out in the open, largely unharried by city government? Smith did what had always come easy to him. He paid off, threatened, blackmailed, and cajoled persons of official nature in Denver. He paid bribe money to a number of business owners—those he wasn’t shaking down, that is—so that he and his men might operate unmolested in the relative safety of those establishments. He was so well-connected with the city’s overseers that local newspapers referred to the triumvirate of Soapy, Denver’s Mayor Londoner, and police chief Farley as “the firm of Londoner, Farley, and Smith.”


  Soapy wasn’t wholly without heart, though. As he gained in reputation as a swindler, so he gained a reputation for fierce devotion to anyone who was likewise devoted to him. If a member of his gang needed help, and that member had proved himself of worth to the organization, Soapy went out of his way to ensure that man was provided with whatever he might require, be that help in a fight, a wee loan (with interest, of course), or with a bail
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  A BRIEF GLOSSARY OF SWINDLING LINGO


  Apple: Also known as the victim, the mark, the sucker.


  Big con / big store: A fake storefront or gambling den easily dismantled once the sucker splits.


  Bilk: To sucker someone out of something.


  Buck the tiger: To play the card game faro (odds are against staying in the saddle!).


  Bumpkin: A rube, naïve and inexperienced in the ways of the world.


  Bunco: A confidence game.


  Bunco artist: One who orchestrates a confidence game.


  Claim jumper: One who steals another’s claim, usually a mine.


  Con: The swindle, the game, the grift.


  Con man: Short for confidence man, one who swindles for a living.


  Dove: A prostitute. Also soiled dove.


  Dry gulcher: One who ambushes another for nefarious purposes.


  Faro (sometimes pharo): Derived from the French game pharao; the most popular nineteenth-century game, in which players bet on which order cards appear.


  Filch: To steal or thieve from another.


  Fourflusher: One who bluffs and cheats, especially at cards.


  Greenhorn: A naïve person inexperienced at a task.


  Grift: A con, a game, a swindle in which the grifter uses wit rather than violence.


  Grifter: A confidence man who uses wit instead of violence to make a living.


  Gold brick: Brick of fake gold, often junk metal with a plug of real gold for “testing.”


  Hawk: To lure someone into a game; to sell one’s shoddy wares.


  Hornswoggler: One who gets the better of someone through cheating or deception.


  Huckleberry: The ideal person for a job, usually a dim-bulb underling.


  Hustler: A cheating gambler on the make to bilk a sucker.


  Mark: The sucker, the intended victim, the apple.


  Monte: Common abbreviation for the card game three-card monte.


  Poke: A wallet, coin purse, gold-dust bag, usually belonging to a miner or cowboy.


  Roper: One who ushers the mark into the con; a steerer.


  Rube: A bumpkin, naïve and inexperienced in the ways of the world.


  Rustler: One who steals another’s horses or cattle.


  Shell game: A game of chance involving the manipulation of three walnut shells and a dried pea.


  Shill: A participant in a con game (not the mark).


  Short con: A con game requiring little time.


  Snake-oil salesman: One who sells a substance of no worth or medicinal value.


  Snitch: To rat on a con man; one who rats or informs.


  Soap game: Short con in which the grifter appears to wrap bars of soap in valuable cash to sell, with his shills getting the goods.


  Soiled dove: A prostitute. Also dove.


  Steerer: One who ushers the mark in to the con; a roper.


  Sting: The moment when the sucker’s money is taken.


  Sucker: Also known as the victim, the mark, the apple.


  Thimblerig: A game of chance involving the manipulation of three thimbles and a ball of paper.


  Thimblerigger: One who operates a thimblerig.


  Three-card monte: Easily rigged card game, using just three cards, in which the dealer’s dexterity overrides chance.


  Tiger: Another name for the card game faro.
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Inveterate huckster, womanizer, temperance leader who preached whilst inebriated, and all-
around rogue, Edward Zane Carroll Judson, aka Ned Buntline, “father of the dime novel,
was also the highest-paid author of his day, and arguably did more than anyone else to shape
modern perceptions of the Old West.  Photo by Napoleon Sarony.
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Having worn out his welcome in Colorado, con man Jefferson Randolph “Soapy” Smith
T headed north to Alaska in search of easy pickings. He established himself in Skagway as
unofficial mayor and bilked hundreds of miners out of their hard-earned nuggets. But it all
caught up to him on July 8, 1898, at age 37, when Smith was shot dead over a con he instigated.
Courtesy Alaska State Library, Historical Collections. Photograph by Peiser:





