
  

  CHAPTER 1


  The Early Years



   When the Southern end of this band was practically wiped out by the death, arrest and conviction of the members, a new band was formed, under the leadership of Harvey Logan, alias “Kid” Curry, which was composed of O. C. Hanks, alias “Camila” Hanks, alias “Deaf Charlie”; George Parker, alias “Butch” Cassidy; Harry Longbaugh [sic], alias “Sundance Kid”; “Ben” Kilpatrick, alias “The Tall Texan.” A part of this band on September 19, 1900, at the noon hour, robbed the First National Bank, of Winnemucca, Nev., a member of the American Bankers’ Association, of $32,640 in gold, holding up the officials with rifles and revolvers.


  —BALTIMORE SUN, BALTIMORE, MARYLAND, JULY 14, 1907




  IT IS CONVENIENT WHEN RECALLING THE LIFE STORY OF SOMEONE AS famous as Etta Place to begin at the beginning and end . . . well, at the end. And so it is with Etta.


  The fantasy object of all Western fans’ intrigues was born in a small town somewhere around Green Bay, a simple Midwestern gal “from Door County, Wisconsin,” according to Jane Fish, who provided this information to True West magazine editors in 1990. Startled by the news, the editors enlisted the aid of several outlaw researchers to pursue the data further, at which time Ms. Fish said that Etta Place was her father’s cousin, a woman who had “got mixed up in a bad crowd,” and that her uncle had been murdered in 1894 in Winnetka, Illinois, possibly by the Sundance Kid. Fish had harbored the information for most of her life and worried that by sharing it she had opened a “kettle of fish.”1


  Unfortunately, Ms. Fish’s kettle proved eminently fishier than even she had hoped, and the account of the earliest days of one of the Wild West’s most wily female outlaws was off by a couple thousand miles. Several researchers eschewed Ms. Fish’s account in favor of casting their ballots for the Sundance Kid’s girlfriend hailing from farther west. According to letters written by Florence Lind in Washington State, who had visited her grandmother in Tacoma as a child, “Grandma went to a home and met with a very refined, quite beautiful woman. Grandma gave her some money and said, ‘That’s all, there won’t be any more.’” The woman I’m sure was Etta.2 The mystery woman had a male friend who had gone to Portland, but her grandmother didn’t want any of the money going to that man, whom Lind was “sure was Sundance.”3


  Understandably, even the most well-intentioned history buffs may have known of ancestors named either Etta or Place and made the leap of faith to the apparent conclusion that the two were one and the same. The only problem was that Etta Place’s real name was likely neither Etta nor Place. The name Etta was the result of a Pinkerton Detective Agency mistake: a mistranslation by one of their postal spies reading a New York hotel ledger signed “Ethel Place,” which was interpreted as “Etta.” Authorities in Argentina didn’t help any as Etta, in later years, went around the countryside using the name of Ethel. Unfortunately, Argentinians had difficulty pronouncing that name, which came out sounding like “Etta.” The name finally stuck once the Pinkertons began using it on their wanted posters. Little did anyone realize that Etta had adopted Sundance’s alias—and his mother’s maiden name—while she and her bank-robbing beau traveled the countryside as husband and wife.


  As retired Pinkerton detective Frank P. Dimaio, who had investigated Butch and Sundance in Argentina in 1903, recalled decades later, “I know nothing of Etta Place’s background, but have the impression that [Sundance] may have met her in a house of ill-fame, and that afterwards she became his common-law wife.” He mentioned that “she evidently ha[d] parents in Texas,”4 but he provided no additional details.


  Apparently outcasts made good bedfellows, because the crooks of the day often found their mates in brothels. Sundance was no exception. He reportedly frolicked in bawdy houses in both San Antonio and Fort Worth before he and Butch headed east with Etta in tow prior to their foray to South America. Wyoming rancher John Gooldy wrote in his memoirs that a friend had received a letter from Sundance “with a picture of him and his wife, saying he had married a Texas lady he had known previously.”5


  As convinced as the Pinkertons were that she had been born in Texas, Etta’s birthplace is still subject to debate. Other alternatives include the Eastern Seaboard, because she and Sundance may have visited her relatives there later in life, as well as England, from which she was alleged to have emigrated as a child, her “refined,” lilting voice betraying her British origins. This theory has regained popularity with the suppositions of Tony Hays writing for the website Criminal Element. Pointing out that, beginning in 1790, the US census has been taken every ten years, Hays deduced: “Since I had a city (San Antonio) and a head of household (Madam Fannie Porter), I thought it would be beneficial to look at the 1900 census of Bexar County, since that’s the nexus year, the year they all came together. Lo and behold, there was Fannie Porter, running a ‘boarding house.’”6 Fannie and her family had immigrated to Texas from England in 1874 when she was only an infant. She traveled west to the Lone Star State with her sister at the age of fifteen and began life as a fallen angel in San Antonio, where she soon developed a reputation as a shrewd and formidable businesswoman before she was out of her teens. According to one author, “It was at the tender age of 19, an age at which other young women found themselves teaching school, nursing the sick, or married off, that Fannie utilized everything she had learned and started her own brothel. One day, it would make her a rich woman.”7


  By 1900, Porter, herself not much older than her “girls,” had five to eight young women working for her, all born between 1878 and 1880. One girl in particular caught author Hays’s attention:



   Twenty-two year old Madaline [sic] Wilson appears in the census immediately beneath Madam Fannie. Like Fannie, she is listed as of English birth, immigrating to the United States in 1884 when she was six. Now here’s where the conjecture has to come in. It is quite possible that she had changed her name, but does that dictate that she would have changed her date of birth, country of origin, and date of immigration? And a British accent, tempered by 16 years in America, might be described as “refined.”8




  Additionally suspicious, records show that Madaline Wilson disappeared after the 1900 census, when Etta would have relocated to South America. Such circumstantial evidence proves nothing, of course, but it does narrow the possibilities for Etta’s place of birth significantly, adding to the likelihood that she may well have grown up on the East Coast, since immigrants arriving in America from Europe landed first at New York’s Ellis Island or, before 1892, in New York Harbor.


  Also appearing to stoke those fires, a woman going by the name of Eunice Gray (women of the evening often changed their names to shield their activities from friends, family, and the law) appeared in Fort Worth, Texas, in the mid-twentieth century to run a brothel. She was suspected of being Etta for good reason. Eunice had once told a friend that she had been in Fort Worth since 1901 except for a stint in South America. Investigators later produced records proving that Eunice had, indeed, been in the Southern Hemisphere at roughly the same time as Etta Place. After Eunice died in a fire in 1962, researchers recovered some personal photos that, “when compared with known photos of Etta,” according to Hays, “prove definitively that Eunice was not Etta Place.”9


  Perhaps, the author continued, attributing the identity of Madaline Wilson to that of Etta Place was a stretch, but the two women did exist around the same time and shared many of the same attributes, making the possibility of their being one and the same at least tantalizing.


  Beyond rumors of Etta’s place of origin, numerous tales persisted regarding the line of work in which she found herself. Wherever she was born, she was thought at one time or another to be a schoolteacher (her extensive education could have accounted for her refined accent), as well as a nurse’s aide, a music teacher, a housekeeper, and a prostitute.


  MORE STORIES COME FORTH


  Early in 2001, a woman told a True West magazine team of contributing editors that her grandmother “knew Etta Place and had visited her several times in Denver” in the 1940s. Naturally, magazine writers Daniel Buck and Anne Meadows took the story with a grain of salt until the woman said that if they didn’t believe her, they should call her grandmother, Anne Charter, author of Cowboys Don’t Walk, a book about the family’s life in the West. When the writers contacted the elder Charter at her home in Montana, they asked about her granddaughter’s story. Charter sighed and said, “No, that’s one of those myths that come around. It was my husband’s father who was connected with those people.”10 Her late husband, the woman explained, was Boyd Charter, whose father, Bert, had befriended Butch Cassidy in the 1880s. “It was rumored,” she continued, “that Janet Magor was Etta Place. But I never met her, and Magor was not Etta Place.” Magor, who was Bert’s sister-in-law, was born in 1889 and, therefore, too young to have run off to South America in 1901 with the Sundance Kid. Charter added, “People hear things; they remember things, then improve them.” Sometimes, rather than deliberately improving things, they simply misremember them.11


  This, in fact, turned out to be the case when, a few months later, Utah-based writer Garth Seegmiller mentioned in a telephone call that he had “met Etta Place in the 1950s at her ranch along the Utah–Colorado border.” It was, he said, “a big ranch. She hired men to come in and work the cattle and cut the alfalfa. She had an unusual home—clean as could be, but it had a dirt floor.” He promised to look up his notes about his visit with Place. Two weeks later, he called the authors back: “I had just started to go through this stuff that I haven’t looked at for so many years, and I screwed up. I goofed. It wasn’t Etta Place I met; it was Butch Cassidy’s girlfriend, Josie Bassett.”12


  If Anne Charter and Garth Seegmiller had not been around to answer questions and set the record straight, their “encounters” with Etta Place might have gone down in history and been accepted as gospel, “percolated through literature for years to come. Such tales murmur on long after their tellers have died,”13 according to authors Buck and Meadows.


  The two writers went on to point out that the most elusive of historical figures often generate the wildest tales. Such appeared to be the case with the “yarns” spun by former Pinkerton detective and deputy New York City police commissioner George Dougherty, who, in 1913, told a reporter that Etta Place had participated in the Wild Bunch’s bank holdup in Winnemucca, Nevada. He added that it was she who had encouraged Butch and Sundance to rob a bank in Argentina. Later, she went on a shopping spree in Europe and took a hiatus from outlawry “at the gaming tables in Monte Carlo.” At the time of his story, Dougherty confided that Etta Place was “working with the band around Cape Horn.”14


  Of course, it didn’t take long for Dougherty’s comments to be shredded by several researchers, although not before the rumors were ginned up in a Texas newspaper a few years later. The paper claimed, as did most notable practitioners of yellow journalism of the day, that Etta Place was not merely a member of the gang but its leader. Like the mythical phoenix, she had disappeared in the ashes of anonymity only to rise again as the gang’s head, inspiring the wrath of honest citizenry everywhere. And, as a true leader, she was always last in making the getaway and first in placing herself in harm’s way. In Argentina, such bravado allegedly led her to become the “virtual ruler” of the Cholila Valley, where she presided over the pampas with Sundance and Butch in the early 1900s. “She lorded over the simple natives and they voluntarily became her abject slaves,”15 according to one account—the virtual dominatrix of the Wild Bunch reborn.


  But, all that taken into consideration, Police Commissioner Dougherty wasn’t all that far off regarding the September 19, 1900, robbery of the First National Bank of Winnemucca. As it turns out, it was committed by Butch, Sundance, and gang member William “News” Carver, who rode off with $30,000, mostly in gold. All three members of the Wild Bunch had been terrorizing the West for years. Several weeks after the robbery, according to bank manager George Nixon, the mailman delivered a package to the bank of Winnemucca containing a photograph of five men—the three robbers plus two other gang members: Harvey Logan (Kid Curry) and Ben Kilpatrick—along with a note thanking Nixon for the September 19 “withdrawal.”16 The photograph is still hanging in the bank lobby.


  Not everyone believes in the authenticity of the story. The Winnemucca historical society published a slim volume written by amateur historian Lee Berk in which the author disputes the story’s authenticity based on several facts:



	For months, bank manager Nixon referred to the gang leader only as “Whiskers” (the man had a light, faded beard, which might have been fake) and didn’t name him as Butch Cassidy until January 8, 1901, several months after the robbery, when he learned the Pinkerton Detective Agency claimed that Butch was involved.



	Nixon and other witnesses described “Whiskers” as having “a coyote appearance” (i.e., a thin, hairy face), whereas the picture of Butch Cassidy that the Pinkertons sent to the bank showed, Nixon admitted, “a man with a great deal squarer cut face and massive jaws.”



	The strongest evidence to debunk the legend, according to Berk, is the robbery of a Union Pacific train by the Wild Bunch near Tipton, Wyoming, six hundred miles from Winnemucca, on August 29, 1900, just twenty-one days before the Nevada robbery. The robbers had been around Winnemucca for up to ten days before the heist, leaving them—if they were the Tipton bandits—just eleven days to get to Winnemucca, a feat that Berk maintains they couldn’t have accomplished in that time.17





  Supporters of the legend, though, refute Berk’s findings. They claim that the “coyote-like” versus “square-cut” facial reference is vague at best, pointing to the ultimate proof: Nixon eventually named Butch Cassidy, regardless of animalistic comparisons. Regarding the Tipton robbery, naysayers are divided into two camps: the Wild Bunch didn’t stop the Union Pacific train, or the Wild Bunch did stop the train but were still able to make it to Winnemucca in eleven days, most likely traveling in disguise on another train.


  And what of Etta Place and her involvement? She likely didn’t participate in the holdup simply because she had met Sundance only months earlier in Texas. That said, it’s unlikely, considering that she hadn’t known the gang member long enough, that she would have been invited along to such an elaborate and intricately woven adventure. Besides, according to an article in the Chicago Tribune, she may not yet have decided to follow in her paramour’s footsteps because, while “the Boston-educated school-teacher and mistress” of Sundance eventually participated in a number of the gang’s robberies, Etta always remained a lady. The paper added, “She was, after all, almost a noblewoman, being the daughter of George Capel, the bastard son of the 6th Earl of Essex, an English aristocrat. Capel (Etta’s surname, Place, is an anagram of her father’s name) was a one-time beau of actress Lillie Langtry, “the Jersey Lily,” who became the mistress of the Prince of Wales, later Britain’s King Edward VII.”18


  Local lore claims that the gang staged the Winnemucca robbery to steal enough money for Butch and Sundance to sail to safety in South America. Butch, writing in August 1902 from Patagonia in the extreme south of Argentina, told a friend in the United States that the country had been “getting too small for me,” and added, with typical cheek, “another of my uncles died and left $30,000 to our little family of three so I took my $10,000 and started to see a little more of the world.”19 Sundance’s “uncle,” no doubt, was the bank of Winnemucca.


  While the story about the robbery at Winnemucca may hold more than a shred of truth, it still fails to help identify the mystery woman, Etta Place. Toward that objective, there exists a never-ending trail of claims. One is from a renowned Etta Place exploiter who claimed at times that his name was Robert H. Longabaugh and at other times Harry Longabaugh Jr. (the newspapers dubbed him “Sundance, Jr.”), who paraded around the Rocky Mountains in the early 1970s delivering colorful lectures at county libraries on his supposed ties, familial and otherwise, to Old West bandits. At times, he said that Etta Place was his mother, Anna Marie Thayne, whereas on other occasions he claimed that Etta was his mother’s half sister, Hazel Thayne.20 Neither claim turned out to be verifiable. Some folks can’t ever get things straight.


  One thing is clear, however. Etta met Sundance at Fannie Porter’s in late 1899 or early 1900. After that, all hell broke loose.


  Fannie Porter’s “boarding house,” as it was euphemistically known, served as home in 1900 to five women who ranged in age from nineteen to twenty-four. When the striking Etta Place first saw Sundance, it was likely love—or perhaps lust—at first sight. She must have found Sun-dance’s piercing blue eyes irresistible, and he found her refined ways and elegant features beyond reproach.


  It was around this time that Butch told the Wild Bunch he was leaving the country to introduce outlawry “Western-style” to the pampas of South America. The next “raise,” or strike, would be in either Bolivia or Argentina. He told the remaining riders they were welcome to come along, saying that he and Sundance first planned on stopping off in New York City to see the sights.


  Laura Bullion and Deaf Charley Hanks declined, but Kid Curry said he’d give it some thought. He knew the chances of escaping after a major train robbery were growing slimmer with each passing day, but he told Butch he had planned on making one more strike, this time an express car. He talked long and convincingly, and Butch finally agreed to make his last raid with him in the States. Butch said later that it was only to augment the funds he needed to make a stake in South America. He and Sundance had reached a decision to homestead in the Argentine, build up a ranch with a new herd, and, if necessary, raid a few banks or gold trains to sweeten the kitty.


  While Butch and Kid Curry readied their plans, Sundance was busy wooing Fannie’s newest girl, the tall and slender beauty to whom the renowned madam had introduced Butch and Sundance, both of whom were stunned by the young woman’s beauty.


  Author James Horan, writing in Desperate Men, fictionalized what may have transpired during their introduction:



   “This is Etta Place,” Fannie said with the air of introducing a queen.


  “Etta, this is Butch Cassidy and Harry Longbaugh.”


  “Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” the outlaws said.


  “Oh, sit down, boys, Etta knows you’re on the dodge,” Fannie said. “When’s the next raise?”


  Cassidy grinned. “Pretty soon, Fannie.”


  Fannie banged on the table. “Jessie, bring some champagne!”


  Jessie, a fat, waddling colored maid who wore a red turban wrapped about her woolly head and a starched white apron to “give the place some airs,” brought in the glasses and the bottles of cold champagne.21




  Not long after, Sundance and Etta became the house’s most notorious couple, if not its only one. It was at Ms. Porter’s, too, that fellow gang member Harvey “Kid Curry” Logan met his future “wife,” Annie Rogers.


  But there was still more. Will “News” Carver and Laura Bullion apparently fell in love there as well. Will had been born in Coryell County, Texas, and was briefly married to Laura’s aunt. He may also have had a romantic involvement with Etta and a fling with another of Fannie’s girls, Lillie Davis, who later claimed to have married him in Fort Worth. Regardless, his heart (more or less) belonged to Laura.


  Born in Knickerbocker, Texas, around 1876, Laura was of German and Native American descent. She used the alias of Della Rose when she was a dance-hall girl in Wyoming before working at Fannie’s. After Carver died of a posse-fired gunshot wound following a bank robbery, Laura took up with his friend and fellow Wild Bunch member Ben “Tall Texan” Kilpatrick. It was no wonder the Wild Bunch thought so fondly of Ms. Porter’s house!


  By the time the gang members rode out of San Antonio for good, Etta and Sundance had decided to form an exclusive relationship—either through marriage or some less formal association. Not long after, Fannie and her house faded from the scene, leaving behind a swank business boasting a carpeted parlor, elegant glass fixtures, silk sheets, brass spit-toons, and cases of fine champagne, which she allegedly served chilled to her best customers, of whom Butch and Sundance had been two.


  Wild Bunch historian Horan provides one of the few personal descriptions of Fannie as being “a hard, shrewd woman . . . well known to the law. More than once she had chased an officer from her place with a broom.” William Pinkerton, the founder of the famous detective agency, came down to interview her during the manhunt for the Wild Bunch in 1901. Her “sporting house” had served as a rest stop, hideout, rendezvous, and headquarters for the Wild Bunch and other outlaws for years. Still, she liked Pinkerton because he “treated her like a lady.” A photograph of Fannie in the Pinkerton archives shows a formidable-looking, buxom woman dressed to the nines.22


  The last time the Wild Bunch is known to have visited Fannie’s place was in February 1901, between bank jobs at Winnemucca, Nevada, and Wagner, Montana. She apparently threw a raucous going-away party for the members of the gang who had decided to scatter to the four winds to avoid capture. Shortly thereafter, the tide began to turn against active, openly operating brothels. Eventually Fannie sold her building and retired to parts unknown, fading from history. Most researchers agree that she retired semi-wealthy, some saying she married a man of considerable means. Others say she retired into seclusion, while still others insist that she returned to England. None of these stories are confirmed. Later rumors indicated that she lived until 1940 when she was killed in a car accident in El Paso, Texas. However, this also is unsubstantiated.


  Regardless of the rumors swirling around Texas like a lone-star dust devil, records show that by late 1900, Etta had traveled with Sundance to New York City, where her real brush with Western history began. It was there that she achieved instant notoriety—or would have, if the truth had been known—when she “married” Harry Alonzo “Sundance” Longa-baugh in February 1901. Only the year before, the law had caught up with the gang in Utah, where several of its members had been shot and killed. The gang’s leaders, Butch and Sundance, decided the best way to stop the Pinkerton Agency detectives from breathing down their necks was to head east, lie low for a few weeks, and wait for their notoriety to die down.


  Needless to say, Etta’s insertion into the scene was an unanticipated but presumably welcome occurrence. While the entire law-abiding world was busy searching for two male outlaws on the lam, no one would have thought to look for a threesome that included an incredibly lithe, disarm-ingly attractive, and refined young lady.


  Following the formalization of their relationship, Etta and Sundance had a wedding photo taken, one of only two verified portraits of Etta that has survived the years, and the only one showing her face clearly. Sporting dark brown hair with blue-gray eyes, she was wildly attractive by anyone’s account. In the photo, she’s wearing what seems to be an engagement ring, which signified that her relationship with Sundance was more than a whirlwind romance and likely had gone on for several months. Several copies of the photo were made and mailed out to friends and relatives. Sundance sent one to a compadre in Wyoming, saying he had “married a Texas lady”23 whom he had previously known. And while those few words might appear to be the most reliable testimony to Ms. Place’s place of origin, they are by no means definitive, since Etta may have been born somewhere else and only happened to be living in Texas when Sundance met her.


  The Wild Bunch members appreciated Fannie’s establishment because of its owner’s solid reputation as both a fair employer and a source of discretion where visiting outlaws were concerned. She made sure her girls kept their mouths shut about their clientele, and in turn, Fannie saw to it that each of her ladies received a generous cut of the bordello’s profits.


  Over time, several of her girls had become romantically involved with different members of the Wild Bunch and accompanied them when they left. Rampant speculation held that Etta was working under the name of Madaline Wilson, an English immigrant who entered America as a child. Another rumor is that she was using the nom de plume of Ethel Bishop, who had both the right first name and an appealing background as a former music teacher. Ethel was purportedly working in a brothel around the corner from Fannie’s place when the Wild Bunch came to town.


  Whether or not Ethel was Etta’s real first name, her surname of “Place” most likely came into existence from the alias Sundance used on a hotel register in New York, where he signed in as “Mr. Harry Place,” and she followed as “Mrs. Ethel Place.” The couple had traveled to New York after spending January in Pennsylvania with Sundance’s family. There, they enjoyed a brief honeymoon of sorts (no marriage license has ever been found) before the newlyweds and Butch, pretending to be Ethel’s brother, “James Ryan,” booked passage to Argentina.


  Not surprisingly, Butch was often romantically linked to Etta in the press; it was not uncommon at the time for a gang’s moll to be passed from one member to another or even to consort with more than one man at a time. Some say that Etta was Butch’s girlfriend while they were in Robbers Roost in Utah during the winter of 1896–1897. But that claim didn’t surface until decades later and has never been corroborated. In fact, it’s unlikely that Etta even knew Butch at the time. No contemporary accounts of the presence of Etta “Ethel” Place existed until she appeared at the side of Sundance in New York in 1901.


  The Pinkertons compiled information on the couple’s trip east in early 1901, followed by their journey to Argentina and another trip back to the States in early 1902. The detective agency noted that Etta was “said to be [Sundance’s] wife and to be from Texas,” lamenting that the pair had brazenly commissioned their portrait at the De Young studio right under the agency’s nose: “What a great pity we did not get the information regarding the photograph while this party was in New York. It shows how daring these men are, and while you are looking for them in the wilderness and mountains they are in the midst of society.”24


  A Buffalo, New York, clinic that treated Etta and Sundance in May 1902 told the Pinkertons that Etta was “age 23 or 24—5 ft. 5. 110 #, Med Comp., Medium dark hair, Blue or grey eyes, regular features. No marks or blemishes.” She was, by any standard, a head-turner—well coiffed and smartly dressed—a classic Gibson girl.25


  Classic, too, was the perfect description of the woman that phantom Etta Place turned out to be—the perfect enigma, a cross between a sexual siren, a devoted companion, and a wild and wanton outlaw queen. In the end, as Sundance must have realized, he never stood a chance.



  

  CHAPTER 2


  Tearing Up the West



   There is a belief that Etta in her youth was a Western cowgirl known as Etta Place, and that Longbaugh met her and induced her to run away with him during one of his hold-up raids in this country, some years ago.


  —OMAHA DAILY BEE, OMAHA, NEBRASKA, OCTOBER 14, 1906




  AS GANGS GO, THE WILD BUNCH OF BUTCH CASSIDY AND THE SUN-dance Kid was something of a bust. It’s true: They pulled their share of robberies, and they rode on into history. But of the twenty or more different members to join the gang at various times, few rode together more than once or twice, and fewer still were staples of the outlaw bunch under the guiding hands of Butch and Sundance. Nevertheless, this minor caveat did not thwart the gang’s dominance over the Western frontier for nearly two decades straddling the turn of the century.


  It all began on June 24, 1889, when Butch Cassidy, Matt Warner, and Tom McCarty—and possibly Bill Madden and Butch’s brother, Dan Parker—robbed the San Miguel Valley Bank in Telluride, Colorado, netting more than $20,000. The trio formed the core of the Wild Bunch, and their robbery was only the first of dozens more to come.


  Under the headline, “Obliged to Give Up $22,000. The Robbers Lose No Time in Their Professional Work—Posses in Pursuit,” the facts of the robbery appeared in the New York Tribune nearly half a country away:



   Ouray, Col., June 25 (Special).—The San Miguel Valley Bank of Telluride was robbed of the available cash on hand this morning by four armed men who rode away with their booty. The robbery was committed in broad daylight, and for daring is unsurpassed in the history of this part of the country. About 10 o’clock this morning, while the cashier, C. F. Painter, was out making collections, three men entered the bank and covering the bookkeeper with their revolvers, demanded that he hand over to them the cash of the bank. The bookkeeper was alone and unarmed, and was compelled to comply. Having secured the money the three joined their companion, who was holding their horses in front of the building. All quickly mounted and left town on the run, firing their revolvers in the air as they went. No one interfered with them, and all four escaped without difficulty. The robbers are described as looking like plains men or cowboys and evidently knew the bank and the habits of its officials, as their raid was well-timed. The news of the daring deed and description of the perpetrators has been sent in every direction, and the whole country is on the alert. The last heard of the bank robbers was at Trout Lake, between Rico and Telluride. It is believed by all that they will endeavor to reach Utah. Strong posses are in hot pursuit from Telluride, and the authorities at Durango and Grand River have been asked to organize and head them off if possible. The amount stolen is about $22,000. The depositors will suffer no loss, as the officers and stockholders are wealthy.1




  As news of the successful heist raced across the wires, other outlaws soon clamored to join the gang, which had suddenly turned into a family affair. Tom McCarty and Matt Warner, along with Tom’s brothers Bill and George, his nephew Fred, his brother-in-law Hank Vaughan, and George’s wife Nellie, were quick to engage in some ten holdups taking place in Oregon, Washington, and Colorado between 1890 and 1893. The outlaws’ tastes were eclectic, hitting trains, banks, stores, and casinos without prejudice. The gang dissolved after Fred and Bill died during a failed September 1893 attempt on the Farmers and Merchants Bank in Delta, Colorado:



   The most daring robbery ever committed in this part of Colorado occurred here in broad daylight this morning, the object of attack being the Farmers and Merchants Bank, and while the sum secured was small, the robbery resulted in the death of three people, the cashier of the bank and two of the highwaymen who made the attack.


  The robbery was planned on the lines of those in Kansas towns, particularly [at] Coffeeville, where the Daltons secured so much money last year. The belief is the bandits, if not members of that gang, have at least been identified in other robberies of a similar nature. The Bank opened as usual at 10 o’clock this morning. At 10:30, three mounted men rode up to the door and entering quickly rushed up to A. P. Blachley, cashier, presented guns and demanded what money he had. The cashier refused to give it up. The robbers made a grab through the window, secured $500, and opened fire. The cashier fell dead instantly. The robbers then fired at H. H. Wolbert, assistant cashier, but missed him.


  The shooting attracted the attention of citizens and Ray Simpson, a leading hardware merchant, and a “dead shot,” ran for his Winchester and started for the alley in the rear of the bank, where the robbers had tied their horses.


  The robbers had started out of town when Simpson got there, but he succeeded in killing two by shooting them through the head, the third shot killed one of the robbers’ horses and together the man and animal fell to the ground. After killing the two robbers Simpson continued after the third one, taking several shots at him but without effect. Simpson then returned to town, and getting together a posse, started at once in pursuit.


  The robber is thought to have about a mile head start and is mounted on a fine horse, going in the direction of the mountains. If acquainted with the country there is a chance of his escaping, otherwise the posse will capture him dead or alive. In the latter case he will undoubtedly be lynched on return here.


  The two dead robbers were also well mounted and the horse not killed was caught by citizens. Four hundred dollars were recovered from their persons, the escaping robber carrying away the other $100.


  The suspicion that the men implicated in the robbery are remnants of the famous Dalton gang seems to be general. They are not known here and their identification can not yet be secured.


  The dead bandits are both young men of fair complexion, one strikingly good looking. The coroner has taken the remains in charge.


  Mr. Blachley was an old resident of this place and leaves a wife and large family of young children. He and Mr. Baldwin owned the bank.


  Delta is the county seat of Delta county and has a population of 900.2




  Meanwhile, the Rocky Mountain branch of the Wild Bunch wasn’t faring much better, marking its inauspicious start on November 29, 1892, near Malta, Montana, with the Sundance Kid, Harry Bass, and Bill Madden robbing the Great Northern No. 32 train. The results netted less than $100. Worse still, Bass and Madden were caught and quickly fingered Sundance, who had managed to escape.


  Butch Cassidy, whose fortunes hadn’t been much better, resumed his life of crime in 1896, following a two-year stint in prison for horse theft. On August 13, he joined Elzy Lay and Bub Meeks in robbing Idaho’s Bank of Montpelier of $7,165, giving the money to an attorney to defend Matt Warner against murder charges. On April 21, 1897, Butch, Lay, and possibly Meeks and Joe Walker stole a $9,860 mine payroll in Castle Gate, Utah. In a strange twist of fate, two of the robbers appeared shortly thereafter in Springville, Utah, a fact that didn’t escape the local newspaper or the law:



   The latest news concerning the two daring bandits who held up Paymaster Carpenter of the Pleasant Valley Coal Company at Castle Gate a few days ago was received from Provo yesterday. Sheriff Storrs of Utah County received a telegram in the afternoon from Springville informing him that two men answering the published description of the Castle Gate robbers passed through the latter place toward last evening and what aroused the officers’ suspicions was that they eagerly asked for copies of the Salt Lake papers containing a story of the holdup. The two men rode off in a southeasterly direction as if going to Spanish Fork canyon although they said they were from Strawberry Valley and were on their way north. Sheriff Storrs and Deputy Sheriff Wilkens a short time after the departure of the suspects took the Rio Grande train to intercept the travelers down the canyon and interview them concerning their movements.3




  A scant week later, on June 28, 1897, six members of the gang attempted a holdup of the Butte County Bank in Belle Fourche, South Dakota. Tom O’Day was caught hiding in a saloon privy. His compadres included Walt Punteney, George Sutherland “Flat Nose” Currie, Harvey “Kid Curry” Logan (making his debut in the Wild Bunch), and Sundance. Butch may have participated, but his involvement is speculative. Although the robbery was successful, the bandits reaped only ninety-seven dollars. O’Day was tried and acquitted, while Punteney was arrested, although all charges were eventually dropped.


  Meanwhile, Butch’s reputation, which outpaced his criminal record, continued to grow. In a story headlined “King of the Bandits,” a Chicago daily declared in early 1898 that “Butch Cassidy is a bad man.” Not just any bad man, but “the worst man” in four states—the leader of a gang of five hundred outlaws “subdivided into five bands.” But Butch’s brutality went much deeper than that, according to the March 1898 Inter Ocean newspaper account:



   “Butch” Cassidy . . . the worst man in four states. These states are Utah, Colorado, Idaho, and Wyoming, and when the four Governors met in secret conclave last week it was for the purpose of deciding upon a plan of campaign against the most notorious outlaw the West has ever had to cope with. The achievements of Jesse James and his followers pale into tawdry insignificance before those of Butch Cassidy and his 500.


  For several years in fact, ever since the live stock commission drove the Wyoming rustlers out of business, in 1892 “Butch” has proven a thorn in the flesh of the authorities of the four states in which he carries on his operations. He has laughed the militia to scorn. Sheriffs and deputies he regards with pity and contempt. He is a power unto himself.


  After the ordinary methods of hunting outlaws had been tried unsuccessfully it was decided that drastic means must be employed. Rewards have been repeatedly offered for “Butch” Cassidy, dead or alive, and after each fresh outbreak these rewards have invariably been increased. If all the offers which have been made from time to time hold good, the slayer of “Butch,” should he ever live to claim his reward, would be entitled to upward of $20,000 in blood money. But the rewards have proven as futile as have the efforts of the militia and the deputy sheriffs. And that is why Governor Wells, of Utah, Governor Adams of Colorado, Governor Richards of Wyoming, and Governor Steunenberg of Idaho got their heads together to see what could be done. Just what the result of their conference was has not been divulged.


  “Butch” and His Bands.


  “Butch” and his bands are the outgrowth of the rustlers of six years ago. Since then they have broadened their field and increased their numbers. It is no idle boast to say that the leader of these notorious bands has 600 men at his beck and call. Their depredations are upon a scale never before reached in the history of frontier crime. All the conditions are favorable to them. They know every foot of the vast territory in which they operate, taking in, as it does, the wildest and most inaccessible portion of four states. Every man of them is thoroughly familiar with frontier life in its rougher phase. The forces are subdivided into five bands, each controlled by its own leader, with Cassidy as the supreme power. The outlaws now practically control the sparsely settled region extending from Central Wyoming southwesterly through Northwestern Colorado and Utah, and almost to the Arizona line. Marauding and murderous bands conduct their raids without restraint. The thefts of live stock run into the millions. Ranchmen are murdered and driven out of business, and the officers of the law are powerless. The outlaws roam the adjacent country and smaller settlements without molestation. Many settlers purchase immunity by extending assistance in various ways, and the robbers even attend country dances and other functions, occasionally “shooting up” the town or indulging in other forms of recreation. It is only when closely pursued by officers of the law that they retire to their mountain retreats.4




  With such notoriety ringing in his ears, Butch took a pass on the gang’s next venture. On July 14, 1898, a trio of bandits consisting of Sun-dance, Logan, and Currie (though they were never positively identified) held up the Southern Pacific No. 1 near Humboldt, Nevada, escaping with $450. Two other men were apprehended and tried for the holdup but were acquitted. The Humboldt Three struck again the following April 3, 1899, robbing a saloon in Elko, Nevada, of several hundred dollars. Once again, three local cowboys were arrested, tried for the robbery, and acquitted for lack of evidence.


  Shortly before those ventures, other outlaws roaming the Southwest were equally busy. Three Texas debutants who eventually joined the Wild Bunch, Tom “Black Jack” Ketchum, Dave Atkins, and Will Carver, held up a Southern Pacific train near Lozier, Texas, on May 14, 1897, pocketing more than $42,000. Reinforced by Ketchum’s brother Sam, and possibly Bruce “Red” Weaver, they robbed the Gulf, Colorado & Santa Fe No. 1 on September 3, 1897, of several thousand dollars. Weaver was later tried for the crime and acquitted.


  But the outlaws’ success bred carelessness. On December 9, 1897, five bandits, most likely the Ketchum brothers, Carver, Atkins, and Edward H. Cullen, attempted to rob the Southern Pacific No. 20 near Stein’s Pass, New Mexico. Instead, they met a fusillade from hired guards. Cullen was killed, and although the others were all wounded, they escaped. Uncowed, four men—probably the Ketchum brothers and perhaps Carver and Ben Kilpatrick—robbed the Texas & Pacific No. 3 at Mustang Creek, Texas, on July 1, 1898, grabbing between $1,000 and $50,000 in cash. (Victims were not always candid about how much was stolen. Employees occasionally pocketed overlooked money and included it in the amount said to have been taken; on other occasions, the amounts were intentionally lowballed so as not to encourage copycat capers.) Considering the amount of fuss made over apprehending the desperadoes, though, the amount was likely nearer the high end:



   The Texas & Pacific west bound passenger train was held up and robbed at 10 o’clock by three masked men five miles west of Stanton, a siding near Midland. The safe was dynamited. No one was hurt. It is not known how much the robbers secured. Blood hounds are on their way from Pecos for the scene. They will reach here late tonight. Three possees [sic] from Midland are in hot pursuit of the robbers.5




  The use of dynamite, although not unique in train robberies, was a trademark of the Wild Bunch and proved especially useful in opening safes. But despite the gang’s successes, times were changing. Elzy Lay joined the bunch just in time for its train-robbing blitz to take a bloody turn. On July 11, 1899, Sam Ketchum, Lay, and Carver overpowered the crew of the Colorado & Southern No. 1 and galloped off with some $30,000. Weaver, probably standing guard nearby, took off on a gallop. Before long, the three perpetrators were surprised by a posse. When the dust cleared, one posse member was dead and two were wounded, one mortally; Sam Ketchum was also fatally shot; Lay was wounded and later captured, and Carver escaped. (Some say the third bandit was Harvey Logan and not Carver.)



   Meager details were received here this morning of a pitched battle between a sheriff’s posse and the gang of outlaws who held up the passenger train at Folsom, N.M., about a week ago. The affray occurred near Cimarron and Ed Farr, a member of the posse, was killed. Mr. Farr lived at Walsenburg, Colo., and was sheriff of Huerfano County, Colo.


  Marion Littrell, live stock inspector, arrived here at 1 o’clock this afternoon, bringing further details of the fight at Cimarron, as he had learned them at Springer.


  “It occurred this morning,” he said, “in the canon [sic] above Cimarron in a very rough piece of country. The news was telephoned to Springer from Cimarron just before I left there. The posse was led by Sheriff Ed Farr of Walsenburg and United States Marshal Foraker of New Mexico. The posse numbered six members. The force divided, three members advancing upon the outlaws from opposite directions.


  One of the outlaws was a dead shot. Sheriff Farr was killed and Henry Love and a man named Smith, members of the posse, were wounded. Love was hit twice, one shot going through his thigh. Foraker returned to Cimarron and telephoned that all of his posse had been wounded.


  The identity of the outlaws is not known but little doubt is entertained that they are the same individuals who held up the train at Folsom a few days ago and also nearly three years since. While Mr. Littrell did not learn the exact location of their camp it is believed to have been comparatively close to Cimarron, probably two or three miles away.


  Cimarron is a place of 200 people, situated close to the mouth of the canon [sic] referred to and 23 miles from Springer. The outlaws had been noticed hanging around in the vicinity for some time past. Although nothing certain is known, it is thought by members of the posse that one or more of the outlaws, who are three in number, have been wounded by the officers.


  Sheriff Ed Farr, who was killed, is well known among live stock men. He and his brother have rather extensive cattle interests in Southern Colorado and Northern New Mexico.6




  Meanwhile, ignoring what had transpired less than a week earlier, Tom Ketchum chose a less than precipitous moment to launch his solo career. On August 16, 1899, he attempted to hold up the Colorado & Southern No. 1 near Folsom but was shot, captured, tried, convicted, and hanged.


  These calamities should have been a warning to Carver and Kilpatrick to seek a new line of work. Instead, they served only as a notice of a change of venue as they rode north to join the main branch of the Wild Bunch.


  The first crime that fused together the various criminal elements of the Butch-Sundance gang happened around June 2, 1899, with the robbery of the Union Pacific Overland Flyer No. 1 near Wilcox, Wyoming. The holdup yielded between $3,400 and $50,000 and brought the Hole-in-the-Wall Gang, as the Wild Bunch was alternately known, nationwide fame.


  “They were lawless men who have lived long in the crags and become like eagles,” wrote the New York Herald, but Butch and Sundance may not have actually participated in the flight that day. Still, numerous witnesses reported six masked men involved in the robbery, and most historians can name only four: George Flat Nose Currie, Harvey Logan, his brother Lonny Logan, and their cousin Bob Lee. The other two? Although they were almost certainly Butch and Sundance, a newspaper account at the time shed light on every aspect of the crime except one: Who did it?



   It was learned that the Union Pacific continental west bound mail train had been held up, dynamited, and robbed . . . at 1 o’clock at Wilcox, a lonely station on the Wyoming division.


  The train was flagged just east of the little bridge at that point. Two of the men entered the cab of the engineer and presented guns to Engineer W. R. Jones and his fireman, and told him to pull across the bridge and stop. As soon as the train passed over the bridge the gang placed a charge of dynamite on the bridge for the purpose of blowing it out and preventing the second section, which runs ten minutes behind the first section, from coming over. The first section was in a short distance further west, and the express and baggage cars were then looted, the cars being badly damaged by the charges of dynamite used for opening the safe. Engineer Jones, who did not intend to submit to the holdup, was rough-handled by the desperadoes, being struck over the head with a billy and otherwise hurt.


  The amount of booty secured by the Union Pacific train robbery is unknown. The shipments of money west are said to have been unusually heavy lately and from this fact estimates as high as $60,000 have been made, but railroads and express officials place the amount low, even to a few hundred dollars. Those who place the amount high do so largely from the fact that a tremendous effort is being made to catch the six men.


  One of the men who boarded the engine of the train is described as a man fifty years or more of age and it was he who prevented the other
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