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A stark and violent depiction of one of Americas most alluring folk heroes, the mythical doomed gunslinger. Doc Baker narrates his tale of the Kids capture, trial, escape and eventual murder. Set on the majestic coast of Southern California and written in spare and subtle prose, this is one of the great literary treatments of Americas obsession with the rule of the gun.
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1

Nowadays, I understand, the tourists come for miles to see Hendry Jones grave out on the Punta del Diablo and to debate whether his bones are there or not; and some of them claim his trigger finger is not there, and others his skull; and some insist the spot is no grave, that its just a little mound of abalone shells. Well take it any way you like.

There was a fellow came up to me one day and said, Youre Doc Baker I understand.

Thats right.

And without introducing himself he started pounding away at me.

Now look Mister Baker, he said, I saw a trigger finger in a bottle of alcohol back in Phoenix and there was a label on it and it said it was the Kids finger. What do you say to that?

I say its a damn fool wholl believe every label he reads, I said.

Well thats all very well, he said. But you tell me how it got there.

Mister, I said, I dont have to tell you anything.

Youre Doc Baker arent you? he asked.

I am.

Friend of the Kids?

Thats right.

Well then, he said, looking up at me, being shorter than I.

Mister your thinking has got itself shot up a little, I told him, if you catch my drift.

Well how did it get there? he demanded. And tell me this. What about the story he never got killed at all?

The Kid, my friend, is dead these many years, I said.

Hmm, said the fellow.

Whats that?

Hmm.

Oh. I thought you was cussing me out.

He looked at me queerly then, tipped his hat and walked off. And there was a fellow came up to me recently in the street and said, Youre crazy, Doc.

I looked at him closely and saw he was a stranger.

Wheres the Kids skull? he wanted to know.

You damn fool, I said.

Youll get yours one of these days, says he and disappears in the crowd.

Do you know where the old ghost tree on the Punta is? I dont mean the one overlooking the cove, the one so weathercolored, and wired against the wind and thieves, the one everybody goes to gawk at and which is within sight of the grave. I mean that other one just beyond the natural bridge under which the tide roars in and out, on the Puntas northern side, facing the old gaunt whitened rock rising out of the water like a great ship, where the gulls and cormorants nest. Well under that other tree, the ghost cypress rusting red on the bark and branches, is where we buried him and where he ought to be. But this was too far off the beaten path and dangerous for old folks and children because of the narrow way over the bridge and so they set up the stone marker by that other tree. Thats the truth to the best of my memory.

And nowadays they talk of the Punta del Diablo as the Kids Country, and Devils Hill they call the Kids Hill. The Kid would have gotten a kick out of that. He was always looking into newspapers and going off to a corner to read about himself, though I wonder if its healthy for a man in his business to care what people think. And now the tourists come in the hope of finding some oldtimer to talk to about those days and to see the bullet marks on the town jails walls and to see just where Patron fell and where Dedrick got the buckshot blast and to hear the stories about the women who were Hendrys sweethearts and the men his friends; and there are all these writers snooping around to find out what they can (and making up what they cant) and people complaining that no outlaw should have a stone over his grave, and you can buy a hundred guns supposed to have been his and run into fifty old geezers who have walked in from the deserts or hills claiming to be the Kid himself.

Im the Kid, one of them said recently. I got all the markings to prove it.

What markings? we wanted to know.

On my left leg and thigh. Acid burns.

What burns?

Somebody spilled a bottle.

We looked him up and down and said, Where you been all this time Kid?

Hear of Death Valley Scotty? Out in that part of the country.

Sure enough. What made you come back?

Wanted to put things straight kind of.

What you mean kind of?

Like I said.

Now look mister, we told him, there never was an acid mark on the Kid.

You fellows will be sorry, says he, looking hurt.

Not this time bum, we said. And with that he shuffled off.

Well the years have got to bring their changes and I dont mind. If thats what they want these days its all right with me.

*

Now if youll just be patient I guarantee youll get your moneys worth but its the truth Im getting at and if youre not interested I suggest you run along to the stores and pick up one of the little books full of lies about the Kids life, written by some smart-aleck easterner that never sat in a western saddle, never smelled good horseflesh or a campfire dying in the hills and yet is ready to tell the country all about the Kid. I was there and I know what happened. With a little patience you will know it too before long, for what I aim to tell is exactly how and why the Kid died, when there was no reason for him to have died at all.

Some people have told me I ought to tell about the Kids early life, who was his mother, who his father, where he went to school, how he killed his first man, how he got to be so good with the gun, the great fighters he met and knew, the women he had, the men he killed, the way he cleaned out the faro bank in the Angels that time. But I see no point in going into all that. If you dont know about it you can find it in ten or twenty books and anyhow I cant swear to the truth of it and a lot of it sounds like bull to me, such as his cleaning out the twenty Navahos around Gallup, his race to save his dying friend (no horse can run like that for so long), his love for his mother (he never talked much about her but I got the feeling he hated her) and much more that Im glad Ive forgotten. What Im telling is what I actually know and Im telling it to set the record straight before its too late, although it may be too late already judging by how theyve got his story running now.

There was this fellow I met in Watsonville one day and he says to me, I understand Mister Baker that youre aiming to conconct a story.

Im not aiming to conconct anything sir, I says.

About the Kid.

I heard you the first time.

Well thats what they say over in Castroville.

I dont care what theyre saying in Castroville sir, I said, nor in Pacific Grove nuther.

Its important to me what they say.

I see.

What I heard tell is youre going to cover the ground, he said.

Amen, I said.

Lets have a drink, says he.

Here in Watsonville?

Hell, he said, Watsonvilles as good a place as any.

*

The Kid was considered in that time, and by men who ought to have known, by the only men who could judge such matters adequately, as the greatest gunman alive at the time of his death.

Take Dad Longworth:

The Kids in a class by himself.

Or Wyatt Earp:

There never was a gunfighter like the Kid.

What about Billy the Kid? I once asked Wyatt.

The Kid would have cut Billy in two.

How about you Wyatt?

He just smiled and shook his head.

Or take Buffalo Bill:

Ive known some galoots but none like the Kid. Best allaround gunman of my time.

What gave him his class? a fellow once asked him.

Terrific nerve boy and a surefire finger.

Eye?

He had it.

Muscle?

Of a cat.

Speed?

He had everything, Bill said, pulling at his goatee.

Would he have made a good buffalo hunter?

Too light, Bill said quickly.

Meaning?

The kick of the gun would have ruined him boy. You know how many buffalo I killed in my time?

Ten thousand, the fellow said.

Come again.

Twenty?

Once more.

A hundred thousand.

Dont be bashful son.

A million?

Thats right boy. Thats it on the head.

That was old Bill for you.

Billy the Kid was already dead. Billy was fast on the draw and had great luck too but Hendry was very fast and had even greater luck and besides he was steady in a way Billy never was, steady in the way of Wyatt, capable of walking up to an armed mob and telling them off, then turning his back on them and walking away; capable of going up quietly to a fellow, yanking the fellows gun and clubbing him with it. That was not the sort of fellow Billy was, although Im not here to run Billy down.

Wild Bill Hickok was dead too. I dont say Hendry could have beaten Wild Bill but I do say that for two men of that class to have shot it out would have been suicide for both. The same thing would probably have happened if Hendry and Wyatt had fought it out, although I would have put my money on Hendry. Wyatt was very good and the most dangerous thing about him was his nerve but the Kid had nerve too and gunmanship and luck and he had what Wyatt didnt have: wild imagination that Wild Bill had and which made him unpredictable. I dont think any other gunfighter had it outside of those two. The men who judged these things knew what they were talking about and they decided that Hendry was the greatest gunman alive at his death and one of the very greatest that had ever lived. Which is about the way I would have put it too.

*

There were four of us
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