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PROLOGUE

Nerves hard as blackjack oak, the ability to ride like blazes, and the latest six-gun all played a role in the James and Younger boys’ special brand of mayhem. Equally important to their astounding success was the art of the lie. They excelled at deception—they had to.

During the Civil War, as Missouri bushwhackers, they often wore bluecoat jackets to deceive Union troops and Northern sympathizers. Later, as outlaws, they took on aliases and were able to stop trains or empty bank vaults while moving about freely in public, telling people they were livestock dealers, businessmen, or land speculators. On those occasions when they were accused of brazen robbery, they would write letters to the press denying their involvement and offering up alibis to show they had been far, far away from the scene of the crime. Powerful friends lied for them—and so did their kin.

This tendency to deception creates an incredible challenge for the historian in telling the story of the Northfield Raid. The words of the three Younger brothers, from the first interviews given following their bloody capture to Cole Younger’s deathbed narration related in 1916, are a minefield of lies and half truths. The outlaws’ calculated statements were designed not only to protect themselves but to protect their brothers-in-arms, Jesse and Frank James, who famously got away. The Youngers steadfastly refused, at least under oath, to say the James boys were ever part of the fiasco. And thirty-nine years later, Frank James went to his grave still claiming he had never set foot in Minnesota.

Fortunately, there are a number of eyewitness accounts from the men who defeated the James-Younger gang in 1876, including the surviving bank employees, the deadeye Northfield citizens, and the several posses that pursued the bandits. But these eyewitnesses don’t always agree, as is common after any event marked by excitement, great confusion, and tragedy. Some participants told and retold their stories over a span of years; others did not share their stories until decades later. Newspaper reports are another significant source of information about the raid and the manhunt, but in their craze to publish any piece of news about the robbers, these papers often ran items that were nothing more than rumors and speculation.

Still, my efforts to uncover the true story of the raid and its aftermath have led to new discoveries—and new answers to old questions—that are published here for the first time. The following narrative is the most accurate account of the nineteenth century’s most famous robbery and manhunt. All dialogue within quotes comes directly from primary sources and has not been made up or altered.

My personal pursuit of the James-Younger gang naturally led me to the reading rooms of aged archives and libraries, to which I made multiple visits. But I spent just as much time out in the open, following the winding blacktops of Missouri and Minnesota. Along with thousands of others, I witnessed the smoke-filled reenactments of the Northfield bank robbery and the capture of the Younger brothers. I sought out fellow historians, writers, curators, James-Younger gang buffs, and reenactors. I retraced the escape route the robbers took out of Northfield. I visited the rural home of Jesse and Frank near Kearney, Missouri; the modest house where Jesse was killed by the coward Robert Ford in St. Joseph; and the graves of Cole, Bob, and Jim Younger in Lee’s Summit.

Some of these historic places were like old friends because I grew up in the heart of Missouri’s Jesse James country. Like most boys my age, I was fascinated by Jesse and pretended to rob banks and trains during school recess, all the while doing my very best imitation of the notorious outlaw. I taped wanted posters on my bedroom wall in the small town of Breckenridge. In more ways than one, this book has truly been a journey home for me.

Jesse, Frank, Cole, Bob, Jim, Clell, Charlie, Bill—eight men at the top of their game. No gang of criminals was more feared, more wanted, more hated, and more celebrated. They were the quintessential horseback outlaws. Before September 7, 1876, the James-Younger gang had never been challenged, denied, or defeated. On that fateful day, the people of Northfield had little idea who these well-mounted strangers were.

And that is just the way the gang wanted it.


ONE

ROCKY CUT

They were no common thieves or vulgar robbers, but had an ambition to make themselves famous, in, as they termed it, “a fair, square and honorable” way of doing such things.

—KANSAS CITY WEEKLY JOURNAL OF COMMERCE

Friday, July 7, 1876

Two months to the day before the Northfield Raid

Henry Lewis Chouteau, the bridge watchman for the Missouri Pacific Railroad, sat smoking on a bench outside the pump house on the bank of the Lamine River. It was approximately 9:00 P.M., and express train number four was about an hour down the tracks to the west. When its puffing locomotive, baggage car, express-baggage car, three coaches, and two sleepers approached the bridge, a loud whistle would blow. The express-baggage car held two locked safes, which were the property of the Adams Express Company and the United States Express Company. Those safes had enough hard cash inside to operate a small bank.

Chouteau was waiting there by himself. The closest town, Otterville, was a good mile away. And it was hot. At that time of evening, in the middle of a typical Missouri summer, the river bottom’s sticky stillness made a man’s sweat come easily. Suddenly, Chouteau tensed and gazed at something moving across the bridge. Four men were walking along the tracks toward him. Chouteau, a forty-six-year-old native of Switzerland, had been on the job only two weeks, and though he might not have been surprised to see a fisherman near the bridge, these four men were suspicious. The moon was bright that night, and as the strangers got closer, he could see that they were well dressed, their pants tucked into heavy, high-topped boots. He could hear the clinking sounds their spurs made as they walked. Three of the men sat down next to him without saying a word. The fourth, a tall man, stood out in front.

“What are you doing here?” the man said.

“I am here watching the bridge,” Chouteau answered.

Then the man asked Chouteau how he halted the train if there was danger. Chouteau thought this was puzzling but explained that he would stand on the tracks with his red-glass lantern. If all was safe with the bridge, he used his white lantern.

The tall man turned to one of his companions on the bench. “What time is it?”

That man reached into his trousers and pulled out a pocket watch. He tilted the watch’s face into the moonlight. “Ten minutes after nine.”

“It is about time,” the tall man said.

Another man on the bench stood up and asked Chouteau where he could get a drink of water. Chouteau told him there was a good, clear spring nearby, and he got up and walked with the stranger to where they could see it. Then Chouteau went to get a drinking cup from the pump house. He didn’t see the man’s three companions but still he stepped inside the small building, where the three men jumped him, grabbed his arms, and pointed a shiny, nickel-plated revolver at his chest. Chouteau stared at the pistol, trembling and speechless. He watched as the three strangers pulled masks from their pockets and put them on their faces.

“Old man, come along with us,” one of the men ordered. “We have work for you to do.”

Chouteau pleaded with the men that the Missouri Pacific would fire him if he left his post. “They laughed at me,” he later recalled, “and said the company would not mind that, as I had to go.”

The men told Chouteau to hammer a large nail into the west side of the bridge and hang the lit white lantern there. The lantern would be clearly visible to train number four and the engineer would proceed across the bridge at normal speed. The men then walked Chouteau to the pump house to get the red lantern, after which they blindfolded him. With one of them holding on to each side of Chouteau, they crossed the bridge and followed the rails east for three-quarters of a mile. Along the way, Chouteau could hear them whispering to more men who had joined them. They eventually stopped where the rails entered a long, deep cut through the side of a limestone bluff and told Chouteau to sit down off to the side of the tracks.

“You ain’t going to hurt me?” asked Chouteau.

“What do we want to hurt you for?” a man said. “We want that money. That is all we care for.”

One of the bandits began digging a hole between the wooden ties of the railroad bed so that a post could be sunk there in the ground, but it was exhausting, time-consuming work. The robbers decided it would be easier to block the tracks with some railroad ties they discovered stacked nearby.

Chouteau, still guarded by two men, heard the robbers’ groans as they lifted and piled the ties on the rails. “The mosquitoes were thick there,” he remembered, “and every time I would brush them from my face with my hand, [the robbers] would put their hands on me and say, ‘Hands off your face.’”

Once they finished, the robbers grilled Chouteau about those on the train: the express men, conductors, and engineer. They particularly wondered if any of those men carried firearms. Chouteau had no way of knowing that and told them so.

Rocky Cut, as that remote place was known, was on one end of a long, broad curve in the Missouri Pacific line, which meant the robbers would hear the train before they saw it. A few minutes after 10:00 P.M., right on schedule, they heard the clear blast of the locomotive’s steam whistle from across the river bottom.

Someone lit the watchman’s red lantern, handed it to him, and then led him to the middle of the tracks, some twenty feet behind the stack of ties. Finally, in the distance, they saw the beam from the locomotive’s oil lamp as it threw a traveling glow upon the leaves of the nearby cottonwoods and sycamores and the brush and vines growing near the rail bed. The robbers sharply ordered Chouteau to flag the train, and he passionately swung his lantern in big arcs from side to side.

The moonlight was bright enough that the train’s engineer had trouble making out the red light, but the minute he recognized the warning signal ahead, he immediately grabbed the air brake lever and reversed his engine. There was a piercing squeal of metal on metal while the engineer did his best to halt the train. But the distance was too short. Chouteau, still blindfolded, prayed like never before as the locomotive’s cowcatcher hit the stacked ties and slid up on top of them before finally coming to a stop.

That’s when the robbers fired off their pistols and started letting out triumphant whoops from both sides of the train. Some of these desperadoes had stationed themselves on the bluff overlooking the cut, and they were carefully watching to make a move. The locomotive’s own weight caused it to ease backward and down again upon the rails, a burst of steam hissing from the engine as if it were angry at how rudely it was being treated. An emotionally spent Chouteau was led away from the tracks and warned to stay put.

Two robbers clambered up into the locomotive’s cab and pointed their revolvers at the engineer and fireman. “Better keep quiet, you know,” they said. At the back of the train, the other men threw ties and anything else handy on the rails to stop the engineer from trying to back away.

At the sound of the first gunshots, John B. Bushnell, the twenty-seven-year-old express messenger, who had the key to one of the safes, headed to the rear of the train. As Bushnell rushed down the aisle, a passenger asked him what was the matter. Without stopping, a visibly distressed Bushnell blurted out, “The train is being robbed, that’s what’s the matter!”

Bushnell’s words electrified the passengers, who frantically began looking for places to hide their valuables. Gold watches, breastpins, and greenbacks were shoved down boot tops and socks. Diamond rings were slid under the carpet. Some found hiding places in the cars’ dirty coal bins. One traveler climbed up and pushed his wallet through the ventilator in the ceiling so it rested on the roof of the car. All the while, the gunshots and yelling continued outside, causing more than a few terrified passengers to drop down and curl up beneath their seats.

When a woman began to cry, one man exclaimed, for the entire car to hear, “Madam, I’ll protect you at the risk of my life.” This led another to say, “Why, then, don’t you go and fight those fellows in the front?” No one said another word.

The Reverend Jonathan S. Holmes of Bedford, New York, began to sing the hymn “I’m Going Home (to Die No More).” Someone stopped him from singing and told him he should forget the camp meeting and find a way to hide his money. But the minister went back and finished his song in a quavering voice. Then he stood up and testified to his fellow passengers. He said that “if he was doomed to be murdered, he wanted his remains forwarded to his family ... and to write them that he had died true to his faith and in the hope of glorious resurrection.”

Bushnell made his way to the rear sleeper, where he saw a brakeman and quickly pressed the key into his hand, telling the man to hide it in his shoe, which the brakeman did. Bushnell then moved back to the nearest coach and took a seat, hopeful that he would be mistaken for a passenger.

The baggage master, twenty-one-year-old Pete Conklin, was alone in the express car. The front and rear doors of the car were closed and locked, but the sliding side doors were open to let in air during the summer heat. As soon as the train came to a stop, three of the robbers climbed up on their companions’ shoulders and came through the side of the car. They immediately spotted the safes—and Conklin—and pointed their revolvers at him and demanded the keys. When Conklin said he did not have the keys, they began roughly feeling over his body, cursing the whole time. The men’s faces were covered with bandannas up above their noses, but he could not miss the fierce, blue eyes of the man who was the leader. His eyes seemed to blink more than normal. This man shoved his six-shooter into Conklin’s rib cage and demanded that he tell them who had the keys.

“I suppose the messenger has ’em,” Conklin said.

“Where’s the express messenger, then?”

“He’s back in the train somewhere.”

“Come with me and find him.”

With Conklin leading the way, the outlaw chief and one confederate headed to the rear of the train. As they worked their way through the cars, some of the passengers sat up and were completely still and looking straight ahead, scared they might be shot if they made even a slight move.

It did not take long for Conklin to find Bushnell.

“You’re the man I want,” said the leader. “Come forward now and unlock that safe without any nonsense.”

Bushnell said he didn’t have a key to the safe.

“You want to find it damned quick,” the leader said, raising the barrel of his pistol up to Bushnell’s face, “or I will kill you.”

Bushnell didn’t need any more convincing. He led the robbers into the sleeper car and straight to the brakeman.

“Give us the keys, my Christian friend, and be damned quick about it,” said the outlaw. With that the brakeman took off his shoe and handed over the key.

The robbers now started back for the express car with Bushnell and Conklin. In the smoking car, a lanky man from Indiana was having a hard time squeezing his entire body beneath his seat, and one of his boots was sticking out in the aisle. The robber leader tripped over the boot and, after catching his balance, turned and looked down at the man.

“Oh, Mister,” screamed the Hoosier, “please don’t shoot me! I didn’t mean to trip you up, Mister! I swear I didn’t! I wouldn’t a did it for anything! I beg ten thousand pardons, Mister!”

The outlaw laughed and walked on.

After the men had all passed through the coaches, the passengers started chattering excitedly back and forth. Someone said the robbers had to be the James boys. But they were even more worried about a freight train expected to come through very soon that could ram the rear of this train. A crash would send jagged wooden splinters, glass, and bone-crunching steel through the air, not to mention the danger of fire and scalding steam from a ruptured locomotive boiler. What the passengers did not know was that the robbers had already sent a man down the track with a lantern to stop the freighter.

To intimidate the passengers and keep them from fighting back, the robbers kept up their firing and yelling outside. Anyone brave enough to poke a head out a window or door was greeted with a pointed gun and “Pull in your head you son of a bitch!” or “Go back you son of a bitch!”

The passengers and crew did as they were told—except for one. Louis Bales, a twenty-two-year-old black newsboy from St. Louis, carried a pocket-size, small-caliber pistol that could perhaps hurt someone, if that someone happened to be standing directly in front of the gun’s muzzle when it went off. Bales and another gentleman were out on the platform of one of the coaches when Bales spotted a man on the bluff. He pointed his little weapon at the bandit and squeezed the trigger. The pistol made a pop like a cap gun.

Several of the robbers started laughing. “Hear that little son of a bitch bark!” one of them roared. A return shot that struck between Bales and the passenger sent the two scurrying for the safety of the car’s interior. Bales “was game,” recalled Pete Conklin years later, but he “probably had more courage than discretion.”

The engineer and fireman were now waiting in the express car. As soon as the robbers entered with Conklin and Bushnell, they put a gun to the latter’s head and ordered him to open the safe. Bushnell slid the key into the United States Express Company safe and pulled open the heavy door. The robbers began to fill a long wheat sack with the safe’s contents, all except the waybills. But one of the outlaws seemed disappointed.

“Where are the remittances from the Kansas City, Sedalia and Atchison railroad?” he asked Bushnell.

The messenger did not know, but he said they might be on the earlier train. That was true, and although this was an extremely good haul for the outlaws, the previous train was carrying about four times the funds as this one.

After cleaning out the first safe, the robbers ordered Bushnell to open the Adams Express Company safe, but Bushnell nervously told them it was a “through safe,” and there was no key on board that would open it. The robbers let loose with a long string of profanity and threats and insisted on trying several keys in the lock, their frustration mounting as none of them worked. Bushnell explained that the through safe had been sealed and loaded in Sedalia, fifteen miles back, and the key was left there. A second key was waiting in St. Louis, 170 miles down the tracks to the east. To Bushnell’s great relief, the robbers finally accepted his story, but there was no way in hell they were leaving without the safe’s contents. One of the robbers went to the engine tender and came back with a coal pick. First he slammed the pick’s pointed end against the safe’s hinges, several times, but nothing happened. Then he furiously swung the pick against the door. Nothing.

Another outlaw, this one a brawny fellow with a “fist like a ham,” stepped forward and took the pick. Everyone gave the man plenty of room as he reared back and delivered a mighty blow against one of the safe’s panels, which had only a single thickness of iron. After a dozen or so such swings, he was able to bust a small hole in the safe, but when he forced his large hand through the ragged opening, a good bit of his skin was taken off, and he couldn’t pull out any of the safe’s contents. He screamed out in pain as he withdrew his hand, cursing the safe as he did so. The leader could only laugh.

“Let me get at it,” he said. “I wear a number seven glove, and both my hands will go where one of your mauleys won’t.”

He reached in nearly to his shoulder and grabbed hold of a big leather pouch, but it was too large to get through the hole, so he took a knife and slit open the pouch and brought out the money, a fistful at a time. He dropped it into the wheat sack, which was getting bigger and bigger.

The outlaws scavenged about the car for more booty, breaking into the newsboy’s chest, which was loaded with candies, apples, even homemade pies and cakes. The robbers gorged themselves as if they were a bunch of unsupervised seven-year-olds. The big outlaw who had conquered the safe acted like he was in a pie-eating contest, taking giant bites and “smearing his face till he looked ridiculous.” The men also broke open the car’s letter box and carelessly scattered the letters and documents all over the floor but found nothing of value.

The robber who was leading the shouts about blowing the heads off nosy and uncooperative passengers suddenly became hoarse and thirsty. He asked the other outlaws in the express car if there was any water. Conklin pointed to the water bucket and its drinking cup, but the leader, who had thought nothing of eating the goodies in the locked newsboy’s chest, was suspicious of the open pail and asked if anyone had put anything in the water. Conklin said no, but the outlaw demanded that someone had to sample it before his men did.

“Here, you son of a bitch,” he said to Conklin, “take a drink out of that. I don’t propose to run any chances in any of this water business.”

Conklin gladly swallowed two big gulps because his mouth had gone bone-dry almost an hour before when the first revolvers had been pointed at his face. When Conklin seemed okay, the robbers took turns dipping the cup in the bucket and finally sent a full cup out to the man outside who had requested it in the first place. He drank it quickly, water dripping from the corners of his mouth and down his neck, and then flung the cup into the bushes.

Next the leader insisted that Conklin unlock the other baggage car that had been added in Sedalia, but a quick look inside confirmed there was nothing worth bothering with. The leader then asked a curious question. He wanted to know if there were any detectives on board. He was not asking out of caution or concern; it was too late for that. The crew was aware of no detectives. The leader’s deep blue eyes became even more intense and cold-blooded. That’s a good thing, he told them, because if there had been any detectives on the train, he would have made “the train men point them out, and it would be goodbye for the detectives.”

One of the men said he wanted a nice pocket watch and suggested holding up the passengers in the coaches and sleepers. The outlaw chief harshly vetoed the idea. “We’ve been an hour here already,” he said, “and can’t waste any more time, as trains are coming up. Must get away.” He then turned to the conductor and said, “Now Cap, you can take your damned old machine and go ahead.”

The outlaw told Conklin it would be wise to gather some men and remove the ties from the tracks so the next train would not be derailed. Then, with a “Goodbye, boys,” the robbers jumped to the ground at the side of the car. They mounted their horses, and as they disappeared down the tracks, one of them fired a parting shot in the air, and Conklin heard the leader shout back, “Tell Allan Pinkerton and all his detectives to look for us in hell!”

The engineer and fireman hurried to their locomotive. Conklin wasted no time getting some others to help him roll the ties off the tracks. With all the noise and commotion now passed, Conklin and the others could plainly hear the jubilant robbers laughing and talking as they rode over a hill a half mile away.

The engineer engaged the locomotive’s throttle, and with a slight jolt from the engine, they began pulling ahead, the passengers and crew looking out the windows and seeing, to their immense joy, the train was moving. Those passengers still hiding crawled back into their seats and put money and valuables back where they belonged. There was a sense of excitement, relief, and stunned disbelief. Many thanked God they had not been shot or otherwise harmed. And they all had a story they would tell and retell for the rest of their lives.

The robbery had taken approximately one hour and ten minutes. It would be another half an hour, though, before anyone else knew what had happened at Rocky Cut. When number four pulled into the station at Tipton, the conductor leaped off the train and headed straight for the telegraph office. First to be alerted was Missouri Pacific headquarters in St. Louis, and from there messages and orders burned up the lines for the next several hours. By 4:00 A.M., the first posse was in the woods, searching for the bandits.

The holdup was sensational copy for Missouri’s newspapers as well as many others across the nation. The Kansas City Daily Journal of Commerce said the robbery equaled “in all respects, and exceeding in many, any other one on record.” The Weekly Sedalia Times called it “audacious,” “astonishing,” and “the very supremacy of daring.” Incredibly, some Missouri papers wrote glowingly about the robbers, who had managed “a dangerous task without shedding blood.” The perpetrators were “cool and courageous,” “bold banditti,” and, in what must have struck the express companies as especially outrageous: “dashing knights of the road.” The Boonville Daily Advertiser even seemed to downplay the seriousness of the crime: “No one was hurt, and no one loses anything save the express company.”

The robbers’ take was estimated at $17,000, although some of that amount was made up of drafts and other paper useless to the bandits. But the express companies still lost big, in the neighborhood of $10,000 in cash. The two express companies and the Missouri Pacific offered $700 for the arrest and conviction of each outlaw. Governor Charles Hardin posted a reward of $300 each. A thousand dollars a man was a healthy incentive for the posses, but no one could say for sure exactly how many were involved in the robbery and, most important, exactly who they were.

Estimates on the size of the gang ranged from twelve to twenty. With all the shooting and yelling around the train, many of the passengers thought they had been attacked by an entire army. And the robbers had done a good job of concealing their faces and making sure not to call each other by name. Still, the James and Younger boys were immediately suspected, particularly because of the bandit chief’s remarks about killing detectives, especially his singling out of Allan Pinkerton.

Pinkerton was no longer pursuing the gang, but the Jameses and the Youngers still had plenty of reasons to despise Pinkerton and his famed Chicago detective agency. A year and a half earlier, at about half past midnight on January 26, 1875, approximately eight heavily armed Pinkerton men crept up to the rural home of Jesse and Frank’s mother, Zerelda Samuel. Jesse had been born and raised in this house, situated three miles from Kearney, Missouri, and he and Frank were known to visit the old homeplace on a regular basis.

Pinkerton had been planning this raid for months, and after he received word from a local informant that the James boys had returned, he wired his men the go-ahead. The plan was to burn the boys out. To accomplish that, they brought an evil-looking metal sphere, seven and a half inches in diameter, filled with a highly flammable liquid that, once lit, was designed both to illuminate and start a deadly conflagration.

As silently as possible, some of the Pinkertons set a fire outside of the kitchen while others lit the fuse or wick on the metal ball. Busting in one of the windows, they tossed the sphere inside. The racket and bright light quickly raised the Samuels and their black servants. Dr. Reuben Samuel, the James boys’ stepfather, raced outside and easily extinguished the flames on the house’s clapboard siding. Returning to the kitchen, he used a shovel to maneuver the heavy ball into the fireplace. Other than its fierce, licking flames, the ball did not seem dangerous. They could not know, nor could the Pinkertons, that something was not right with the device. It suddenly exploded like a grenade, sending jagged pieces of shrapnel across the kitchen. One piece ripped through Zerelda’s right arm, just above the wrist. Another lodged in the stomach of eight-year-old Archie Samuel, the James boys’ half brother, who died two hours later. Zerelda’s arm had to be amputated below the elbow.

Waiting in the darkness and the cold, the Pinkertons were stunned to discover that Frank and Jesse were not in the house as reported—they would learn later that they had missed the notorious pair by one day. Worse, though, the raiders saw and heard the horrible explosion followed by the shrieks of terror. The detectives fled, firing a few shots from their pistols to discourage anyone from following. At a rendezvous point on the Hannibal & St. Joseph tracks, a little more than two miles away, they boarded a special train that whisked them back to Chicago, empty-handed and humiliated. The news of their disastrous raid outraged Missourians; a Clay County grand jury indicted Allan Pinkerton, among others, for the murder of little Archie.

The Youngers had also lost family to the Pinkertons. It happened deep in the Missouri Ozarks, near the village of Roscoe, on March 17, 1874. On Chalk Level Road, a crooked path barely wide enough for two men to ride abreast, Jim and John Younger confronted three well-armed men whom they believed to be detectives. Their suspicions were right because two of the men were Pinkertons, and the other was a local guide. One of the detectives spurred his horse and raced away when the Youngers first ordered them to stop, but the brothers detained the other Pinkerton and his guide.

But as the Youngers attempted to disarm the men, a vicious gun battle broke out, flame and smoke belching from an assortment of weapons at point-blank range. John received a fatal wound to the neck, but the brothers shot the guide dead and inflicted a mortal wound upon the detective. A black man who witnessed the melee from across a fence watched Jim calmly bend over his brother’s body and search his clothing, retrieving John’s money, pocket watch, and his four revolvers. Jim threw one of the pistols over the fence to the man, saying, “See that John has a decent burial.” He then mounted his horse and galloped down the road and out of sight. Jim and his brothers Cole and Bob would like nothing better than to reap deadly revenge for John’s death.

The Rocky Cut robbery also seemed like the work of the James-Younger gang because of its fearless efficiency. “The scoundrels laughed and joked as coolly as though they had been at a picnic,” reported one newspaper. These bandits were clearly the best, and the James-Younger gang was the best at robbing banks and trains in 1876. The gang was also the best at not getting caught, but the local posses—no less than three were in the field right after Rocky Cut—were bragging that the bandits would be captured within twenty-four hours. “The whole country is aroused,” wrote the captain of the manhunt, “and it looks as though it would be impossible for them to escape.”

The first arrest actually came just forty-eight hours after the holdup, and it caused a lot of excitement. The man arrested, Edmund Graves, had arrived in the Otterville area from Texas a week before the robbery, and he had been living in a house that was situated just three hundred yards from Rocky Cut. Locals described Graves’s conduct since the robbery as “very suspicious,” so a deputy sheriff took an agitated Graves to Sedalia for questioning. Standing in front of Missouri’s adjutant general, Graves explained that he was a native of the area but had been working as a stockman in Texas for the last five years. He said he had nothing to do with the holdup, nor did he know anyone who had been involved. The house he had been staying in belonged to his mother. It soon became obvious that Graves was telling the truth, and he was released later that same day.

“I want you to state to the public,” Graves said rather testily to a newspaperman, “that there are lots of men in Texas who do not rob railroad trains, and pass for honest men.”

There were more false arrests and bumbling missteps by the posses in the weeks to come—and one inexcusable tragedy. At about 2:00 A.M. on July 25, a special train pulled out of Sedalia carrying a posse of eight well-armed men and their horses. They were responding to an urgent dispatch that one of the Rocky Cut bandits, a young man named Samuel McKeehan, was believed to be at an isolated farmhouse near La Monte, Missouri. The train stopped at La Monte, twelve miles west of Sedalia, and the posse unloaded its horses, procured a guide, and mounted up for the ride of approximately five miles to the home of Albert Harris.

McKeehan was part owner of the farm where Harris, his wife, Margaret, and their six children lived. Just before daybreak, the posse quietly surrounded the Harris cabin. Deputy Sheriff Steve Homans and posse member Emmett Harris walked up to the front of the house and knocked on the door. A sleepy and confused Albert Harris called out to see who it was. Homans identified himself and demanded that Albert open up; they needed to talk.

A rustling came from inside the house as Albert and his wife got out of bed, and soon the front and back doors, separated only by a short hallway, were unbolted and opened. Margaret Harris was blocking the front doorway, facing posseman Harris and the deputy sheriff. Standing next to her, Albert peered around the door.

“Madam, you need not be at all alarmed,” spoke up posseman Harris. “We do not come here to hurt you or your family in the slightest manner. We came after Sam McKeehan, to take him to Sedalia. Is he here?”

“No, he is not here,” Margaret answered. “He was here last Saturday night. He was here trying to sell my husband a piece of land.”

“Ain’t this man in your house now?”

“No, he is not.”

Posseman Harris continued to assure the woman that no harm would come to her when he was suddenly cut off by a blinding flash and a deafening blast from the back door. Margaret stiffened. “I am shot. I am a dead woman,” she gasped. She fell limp, her head rapping loudly against the floor’s hardwood planks, her body penetrated by six heavy buckshot. Posseman Harris was on his knees, wood splinters from the surprise shotgun blast having struck his face, stunning him.

An unknown man burst from the house and “ran like a deer” for a nearby cornfield. Two of the posse got off shots before the man disappeared down the crop rows. Posseman Harris struggled to his feet and rushed around to the back of the house, toward the sound of the


















EPILOGUE

Be true to your friends, if the heavens fall.

—COLE YOUNGER

In 1897, Stillwater warden Henry Wolfer asked Cole Younger to write down his version of what happened during the Northfield Raid. The newly created pardon board would be considering Cole and Jim’s application for a pardon, and Wolfer believed a public statement in Cole’s own words, especially one that included any extenuating circumstances, would help their cause. Eight years earlier, Bob Younger had died of tuberculosis at Stillwater, and even after doctors declared that Bob had only weeks to live, the governor refused to issue a pardon. Cole and Jim could use all the help they could get.
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The Younger brothers, Bob, Jim, and Cole, with their sister, Henrietta, photographed in Stillwater Penitentiary shortly before Bob’s death in 1889.

(Library of Congress)

In the twenty years since the Northfield Raid, Cole had had a lot of time to craft a version of the debacle that made the Youngers look as good as possible. In his account for Warden Wolfer, he admitted that while the gang had considered other banks besides Northfield’s, they felt those banks “had enough to do to care for the farmers who had already suffered too much from grasshoppers to be troubled by us.” The gang chose the Northfield bank, he wrote, because they understood it held $75,000 belonging to Adelbert Ames and his father-in-law, General Benjamin Butler. Cole hoped that by presenting these two former Union generals, both Radical Republicans, as their only intended victims, he could paint the raid as Southerners still fighting the war. Although only partially true, it is an interpretation that persists to this day.

Cole wrote that the gang had agreed they would not shoot to kill and would only frighten people off the street. But “all of the trouble” came about because of a quart of whiskey. According to Cole, the three inside men drank most of the quart and were dead drunk by the time of the robbery.

“Had it not been for the whiskey,” Cole asserted, “there would not, in all probability, have been a man killed, and I can truthfully say had I known they had whiskey, I never would have gone into town.”

Blaming the Northfield disaster on liquor was clever. It suggested that the gang’s defeat was more their own making, as opposed to the stubborn resistance put up by Northfield’s citizens. But none of the gang was truly drunk. Some of the outlaws did visit the saloons prior to the robbery, and Frank Wilcox recalled smelling liquor on Bob Younger’s breath, but no eyewitness accounts, including those of Wilcox and Bunker, describe any of the robbers as acting drunk.

Cole also explained the Heywood murder, writing that the last of the robbers to leave the bank told him he saw Heywood jump up and run for his desk. The robber thought Heywood was going for a pistol and ordered him to stop and sit down. When Heywood failed to stop, the robber shot him. And Cole denied being near that part of Division Street where Gustavson was shot. He believed one of the townspeople shooting at the gang had fired the bullet that hit the Swede.

“I know that neither Jim nor myself fired a shot in that part of the city,” he insisted.

These last statements are mostly fiction as well. Though it is possible that Frank James told Cole he believed Heywood was going for a pistol, Wilcox’s testimony makes no mention of Heywood’s killer shouting at the acting cashier to stop. On the contrary, Wilcox makes it vividly clear that the shooting was nothing less than cold-blooded murder. And despite Cole’s repeated denials that he shot at Gustavson, eyewitnesses identified him as the Swede’s killer.

The pardon board received an impressive stack of letters and petitions in support of clemency. As was to be expected, many came from Missouri, including a petition signed by members of the state’s General Assembly.

“To a certain extent,” the petition read, the Youngers were “the last victims of the Civil War, having been so unfortunate as to live upon the border at a time when bad blood was hottest and evil passions most fully aroused.” Former governor Crittenden also urged a pardon “on the grounds that they have paid a severe penalty; that they have been exemplary prisoners for twenty years; that they are now old and broken down; the law has been vindicated. ... ”

A surprising number of Minnesotans supported the pardons as well; among the petitions submitted favoring clemency was one signed by eighty-six citizens of Madelia, including three surviving members of the Madelia Seven. Another active supporter was one Horace Greeley Perry, the girl Cole had taken on horseback rides in St. Peter, before the raid. Now grown up, the attractive, twenty-eight-year-old Miss Perry served as the St. Peter Journal’s editor. She visited the Younger brothers monthly.

But there were plenty of Minnesotans, especially in Northfield, who opposed the pardons. The townspeople were incredulous over Cole’s published account of the raid, and not only did they forward their own petition, but the town sent a delegation to the pardon hearing in St. Paul to demand that the board keep the brothers in prison—for life.

The board listened to testimony on the Youngers’ application on Monday and Tuesday, July 12 and 13, and of all those who spoke either for or against clemency, Mayor A. D. Keyes of Faribault made the most penetrating comments:


These men come here and ask for a pardon on the ground that they have reformed in mind and morals as well as in heart, and they are prepared to become good citizens, if they are released. We claim that it is not too much to ask that they shall remain where they are until they disclose the name of the man who killed Heywood. It is not an element of good citizenship to conceal a murderer. Good faith on their part demands that they disclose the name of the man who killed Cashier Heywood, that that man may be brought back to Minnesota and punished. If the murderer was Frank James, as we are led to believe, then he has never suffered anything for his crime. He has never even been imprisoned, and it is no more than right that he should suffer the penalty in some measure at least. If the Youngers are now the good citizens they claim to be, they would go on the stand, and, by telling the truth, would assist the authorities of this State in bringing the Northfield murderer to justice.



The board refused to pardon the Youngers. But the brothers did not have much longer to wait. In 1901, the Minnesota legislature passed a bill permitting the parole of life prisoners after serving thirty-five years, minus a deduction for good behavior, which made for a minimum requirement of twenty-four years and seven months. The bill was clearly aimed at the release of the Youngers, who had already served nearly twenty-five years at Stillwater and, as inmates, had not a single mark against them.

Following the legislature’s lead, then, the pardon board approved the Youngers’ parole on July 10, and in a display of just how much the world had changed since that fateful September day in 1876, the brothers received the news by telephone. There were conditions, however. The Youngers could not leave Minnesota, nor could they exhibit themselves in “any dime museum, circus, theater, opera-house, or any other place of public amusement or assembly where a charge is made for admission.”
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Cole Younger on parole in Minnesota, 1902.

(Library of Congress)

Not surprisingly, there were few opportunities for former bank and train robbers who had spent a quarter of a century behind bars. Their first jobs were peddling tombstones for a St. Paul granite company. Jim left that position after two months and became a clerk in a St. Paul grocery’s cigar department, changing jobs again a short time later for work in a Minneapolis cigar store. In April 1902, he surprised Minnesota’s governor with a letter asking if there would be any objection to him marrying. He was in love with a St. Paul socialite and newspaperwoman named Alix J. Muller, twenty-seven years his junior. Miss Muller had met Jim on a research visit to Stillwater, and she had subsequently worked hard for the Youngers’ release.

But according to the attorney general, Jim was still a ward of the state. Only with a full pardon could he legally marry. The pardon board dashed that hope the following July, reasoning that the brothers had not spent enough time on parole.

Becoming increasingly despondent and unstable, Jim quit his cigar store job in the fall of 1902. “I’ve been down the line and all I can get out of it is what I’m worth as a freak advertisement for some firm or other that believes people will be glad to stare at a reputed murderer and cutthroat,” he bitterly complained to an acquaintance.

On the morning of October 18, Jim reached a depressing low from which he could not return. He took a .38-caliber pocket revolver, put it to his head, and pulled the trigger. He left a rambling suicide note folded in an envelope, on the outside of which he had written, “All Relations just stay away from me. No Crocodile tears wanted. Reporters Be my friend. Burn me up. Jim Younger.” His words “burn me up” referred to Jim’s desire to be cremated, a wish that was not honored.

Brother Cole, sick in bed when he received the news of Jim’s death, anxiously asked if his brother had left any letters. What Cole really wanted to know was whether or not Jim had named Heywood’s killer? He did not.

By taking his own life, Jim gave Cole the pardon they had both longed for. On February 4, 1903, less than four months after Jim’s death, the state pardon board released Cole from parole, with the condition that he never return to Minnesota and that he uphold the previous obligation to never exhibit himself “as an actor or participant” at any place that charged an admission.

Ten days later, at approximately 3:00 P.M., Cole crossed the Missouri state line on a train bound for Kansas City. The fifty-nine-year-old outlaw sat up in his seat, his eyes glowing as he gazed out the window.

“If I could only give a hearty Confederate yell,” he exclaimed.

The Northfield Raid had cost the Minnesota treasury $7,000 ($3,000 for reimbursement of “extraordinary expenses” for the manhunt and $4,000 in reward money. In today’s dollars, it roughly equals $155,000). The distribution of the reward monies, delayed by lawsuits among the fifty-plus claimants, did not come until January 1878. Of the First National Bank’s $2,000 for the four captured robbers ($500 apiece), the claimants received equal shares of $45 to $48. The State’s $4,000 bounty was apportioned by a district court judge based on the merits of each posse member’s contribution to the capture. Thus, each of the Madelia Seven received $240. The judge allotted Oscar Sorbel $56.25.

Minnesota’s governor Pillsbury wanted to send young Sorbel to the University of Minnesota, all expenses paid, “as the State’s acknowledgement of his valuable services.” But either nothing ever came of the governor’s idea or Sorbel did not want to go. He took up a homestead in Dakota Territory in 1883 and never said much about his role as Minnesota’s “Paul Revere” or of his past in general. He did become well known, though, as the best horse doctor around Webster, South Dakota, albeit “a rather rough old codger” in his later years. He died in Webster on July 11, 1930, at the age of seventy-one.

In February 1877, the Minnesota House passed a bill to appropriate money to Anselm Manning and Henry Wheeler “for shooting and killing Bill Chadwell and Clell Miller.” But there were apparently second thoughts about the bill, and instead, the Minnesota legislature passed a joint resolution giving special thanks—but no money—to nine heroes of Northfield, including Manning and Wheeler, for their “gallant conduct” in resisting the Northfield robbers.

There were no reward monies or thanks for Detectives Hoy and Bresette, or St. Louis chief of police James McDonough. The goats of the manhunt, they returned to their jobs, never to achieve the national stage again, always jealous that the glory for the one great capture had gone to a bunch of amateurs from Madelia. Bresette retired a senior captain of the St. Paul police force in 1890 and immediately took a job as a detective with the Northern Pacific Railroad. On a spring afternoon in 1892, he collapsed while walking up Minneapolis’s Hennepin Avenue, probably from a stroke. He was dead at the age of fifty-four.

Detective Mike Hoy never changed, remaining his belligerent, abrasive self and doing things only his way. In 1887, the politically connected Hoy was appointed to Minneapolis’s board of police commissioners, and President Grover Cleveland made him a deputy U.S. marshal. But at the same time, he faced accusations of fixing boxing matches and misusing city travel funds. When a newspaper reporter got the upper hand in a game of pool, Hoy, in a fit of rage, drew his revolver on the terrified young man. He somehow outlived his St. Paul nemesis by three years, dying of a tumor at the age of fifty-eight.

By June 1881, James McDonough had overstayed his welcome. The St. Louis board of police commissioners asked McDonough to resign so that they could appoint “a younger and more active man for Chief of Police,” but his forced removal was really about squabbles and infighting in the police department and among the commissioners. He started the St. Louis Detective Agency after resigning and then gave that up two years later to raise hogs and cattle on a ranch near Caldwell, Kansas. He died in St. Louis in 1892, four days after Bresette, aged seventy-six.

The First National Bank gave Joseph Lee Heywood’s widow $5,000 outright, and the Heywood Fund presented her with $6,301.03. The fund gave another $6,301.03 to the First National Bank’s president in trust for Lizzie May Heywood, the only child of the slain bank employee. The bank’s president also became Lizzie’s legal guardian. Lizzie left Northfield with her mother only a few months after the raid, but she returned as a young lady to attend and graduate from Carleton College with a degree in music. After marrying in 1897, she settled in Scranton, Pennsylvania, where she taught piano. Lizzie May died in 1947.

Adelbert Ames, who fretted over the monies the raid had cost the bank, later battled with his brother, John T., and father, Jesse Ames, over money troubles with their Northfield mill. Lawsuits, involving tens of thousands of dollars, flew back and forth between the partners for years. One suit in 1888 claimed that Adelbert never gave John T. his share of the proceeds from Northfield flour sales in the East. General Ben Butler, who also had a financial stake in the mill, served as Adelbert’s defense attorney, which made for an interesting family rift.

When the Spanish-American War broke out in 1898, Ames rejoined the army, serving in the Santiago Campaign as a brigadier general of volunteers. He died a very wealthy man in 1933 at the age of ninety-seven, the oldest West Point graduate and the last surviving full-rank Civil War general.

In 1890, the Rice County prosecuting attorney presented the Minnesota Historical Society with a fine linen duster and a two-bushel wheat sack that had been left behind in the Northfield bank as the robbers fled. Former St. Paul police chief James King also presented the society that year with a pistol supposedly taken from the body of Clell Miller. The raid relic that received the most attention was the section of bone from Jim Younger’s upper jaw, complete with teeth, that had been removed by the Madelia doctors. But the society’s staff grew weary of the macabre artifact; accession records show that it was “discarded” in 1919, along with the wheat sack.

Exactly what became of the bones of Charlie Pitts, Clell Miller, and Bill Chadwell remains something of a mystery, or at least a convoluted tale. In December 1878, a family near St. Paul’s Como Lake made a gruesome discovery when they pried open a wooden box sticking out of the ice and found a human skeleton. The bones of the feet were small, like a woman’s, and a hole from a large bullet was clearly visible in the upper part of the hipbone. The county coroner carefully transported the remains to the morgue, where it was determined that they belonged to a man, and he had obviously met a violent end.

In the midst of the coroner’s murder investigation, Dr. John H. Murphy arrived at the morgue to claim the skeleton. Murphy was the surgeon general who embalmed Charlie Pitts. He informed the coroner that after he and his students had dissected the outlaw, he had instructed one of his students to sink the remains in the lake so that the tissue would decompose, after which the skeleton could be easily cleaned and reassembled for display. Case closed.

Murphy took what was left of Pitts and later presented the bones to a young Chicago physician. It is not known where Pitts’s skeleton ended up after that. However, at the time the remains rested in the county morgue, a newspaper reporter mentioned to Murphy that there had been no hair or scalp with the skull. “His scalp is in my office,” Murphy answered. “I removed his skin.” Today, a dried piece of skin containing an ear, labeled as the ear of Charlie Pitts, is in the collections of the Northfield Historical Society.

Clell Miller’s family and friends had successfully obtained his body before the University of Michigan medical students could carve it up. A letter published in the Liberty Tribune in November 1876 stated that the body had been recently buried in Muddy Fork Cemetery north of Kearney. “There can be no doubt about his identity,” the writer stated, “as a number of persons came to see the corpse who had known him from childhood.”

Bill Chadwell’s body does seem to have been dissected by Henry Wheeler and his fellow students. Afterward, the bones were cleaned and wired, and years later, Wheeler, then a prominent doctor of Grand Forks, North Dakota, proudly displayed the skeleton in his office. According to an old newspaper story, Wheeler received a surprise visit at his Grand Forks office sometime in the 1890s from Elisha Stiles, the father of Bill Stiles, the man who had been confused with Bill Chadwell shortly after the robbery. Stiles reportedly told Wheeler that his son had disappeared at the time of the raid, and he had been trying to trace him ever since. The elderly man stared at the skeleton a long time, suspecting that it might be the remains of his missing son. Of course, they were not the bones of Stiles because he had not been at Northfield. But they apparently were not Chadwell’s bones, either.

Years later, Dr. Wheeler admitted that the bones hanging in his office were actually those of Clell Miller. Wheeler had been responsible for Miller’s death so it made sense that he would want Miller for his trophy. And not wanting the Miller family to know they had been duped, he was understandably happy to let the curious believe the skeleton was Chadwell/Stiles. Wheeler reportedly donated his trophy to the Odd Fellows sometime before his death, and the skeleton ended up with a private collector in the 1980s. In 2011–12, a forensic team studied this skeleton’s skull using “craniofacial superimposition” (Miller’s postmortem photo was superimposed over an image of the skull) and found matches to Miller that were “remarkable.”

But who, then, is buried in the Miller family plot in Muddy Fork Cemetery? And why did Clell’s Missouri associates identify the body as that of their old friend? The forensic team is seeking permission to exhume the remains to do a DNA test.

The First National Bank gave Frank Wilcox a permanent position immediately following the raid. He remained at the bank a number of years, eventually becoming the assistant cashier. He also served several years as the treasurer for the Minnesota State Fair. In 1909, he moved with his wife to Yakima, Washington, where he operated a fruit farm. But every morning, as he sat at his kitchen table, he heard the exact same sounds he had heard the morning of September 7, 1876: the steady, loud ticking of the walnut-framed calendar clock that had hung in the First National Bank. When the bank replaced the clock, Frank had asked for it. And even at Frank’s death in 1921, it kept perfect time. Today, that same clock hangs in its old spot in the restored First National Bank, which is now a museum operated by the Northfield Historical Society.

Sam Hardwicke and his family returned to Clay County in the summer of 1877. With the James-Younger gang broken up, and Jesse and Frank in hiding, he did not fear for his safety as he once did. He still had an enemy in Zerelda Samuel, however—until one Sunday in 1894. On that day, Hardwicke gave a funeral oration at the old Shady Grove church; in the audience sat Zerelda. After the benediction, she approached Hardwicke, tears running down her cheeks. “Mr. Hardwicke,” she said, “I have long been prejudiced against you, but since hearing your address today, I am willing to let the past be buried, knowing that God is to judge one another.”

The two shook hands warmly, and Zerelda invited Hardwicke to have dinner with her, which he accepted. The words spoken and unspoken between the two at that dinner are unknown, but they had lots to talk about. Just a year later, in 1895, Sam Hardwicke died at his home south of Liberty. Zerelda joined her son Jesse in 1911.

After Cole Younger returned to Missouri, he immediately became involved in a Wild West show with his old pal Frank James. The ever-crafty Cole sidestepped the conditions of his pardon by lending his name to the show (for a 25 percent share of the profits) but not participating in any of the performances. He also rushed out his colorful but not-to-be-trusted autobiography, The Story of Cole Younger by Himself, to sell at the shows. The Minnesota pardon board was furious, of course, but there was little they could do, and no one was inclined to go down to Missouri and bring the man back.

The Great Cole Younger & Frank James Historical Wild West, which was not nearly as exciting as the illustrated posters and newspaper ads promoting it, ended abruptly in September 1903, with charges and lawsuits flying between the show owners and the former outlaws. This was the last time Cole and Frank would be business “partners,” although they remained close for the rest of their lives.
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Cole’s account of the Northfield Raid was the big selling point of this 1909 book on prison life at Stillwater Penitentiary.

(Robert G. McCubbin Collection)

In 1906, Cole caused another uproar in Minnesota with the announcement of his scheduled appearance at a Fourth of July picnic near Kansas City, where he was to give a lecture and show a “moving picture film” depicting a train robbery. There was to be a small admission for the show. Even so, Minnesota’s governor John Johnson wanted nothing to do with the old rascal.

“It seems to me Minnesota is well rid of him,” said Governor Johnson. “We don’t want him back, and I am not in favor of trying to bring him back. Let him stay away.”
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Frank James, studio portrait, 1898.

(Library of Congress)

Cole died at the home of his niece in Lee’s Summit on March 21, 1916. On his deathbed, he met privately with Jesse’s only son, Jesse Edwards James, and friend Harry Hoffman. As the two leaned attentively toward the prostrate old man, hanging on every word, Cole told them of the fight on the streets of Northfield and the escape through the Minnesota woods. Then, swearing them to secrecy, he spoke of the man who shot Heywood. He spoke to Jesse’s son about the gang’s split and assured him that the James boys’ “acts and treatment of us were honorable and loyal.”

Frank James died at the old family farm near Kearney on February 18, 1915. He had made good on the promise he and Jesse had offered time and again. All they wanted was a fair trial, they had said. Frank had gotten his trials and lived the remainder of his life—more than thirty years—a peaceable citizen. He had worked at different times as a shoe store clerk, a starter at horse races, a doorman for a St. Louis theater, and a farmer.

For the last few years of his life, he collected an admission of fifty cents to see the old home place—the site of Jesse’s birth and the scene of the Pinkertons’ biggest failure. Thanks to what John Newman Edwards had started, and the dozens of dime novels that came later, his brother Jesse had become the most famous—and most popular—outlaw on the planet. And, somewhat ironically, a big part of that legendary status had come from the defeat in Northfield. If nothing else, Jesse and Frank’s wild ride through a thousand manhunters cemented their reputation as among the most remarkable and notorious outlaws to ever live.
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Frank James, circa 1910.

(Robert G. McCubbin Collection)

Many journalists paid the price of admission over the years, although it did not always guarantee a visit with Frank. Still, several reporters did manage to get stories from the former bandit, and during one interview, Frank was asked something he had not been asked before. The reporter wanted to know if Frank thought what he had done with his life had been “worthwhile.”

Frank paused for a moment, as if his mind was racing over the scenes of his past: foolhardy charges, smoking revolvers, bloody corpses, the faces of Quantrill, Bloody Bill, Cole, Jesse, his mother—and Joseph Lee Heywood, stumbling to his desk.

Finally, Frank answered: “If you’re not a quitter, anything you’ve done has got to be worthwhile. You can make it worthwhile. I guess, if I had it all to do over, and had the choice, and had to make the choice as a young man, I’d rather have all the pain and danger and trouble than to be just a plain farmer. If I had an old man’s head, I would choose different. ... ”
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