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Introduction

Outlaws have been around since there were laws to break. While no reasonable person condones or admires crime and criminals, the highwaymen, bank robbers, train hijackers, and gunfighters of the American frontier West have always held a special iconic spot in our history. Perhaps it’s because the outlaw, riding the open range, doing as he pleased and going where he wanted to go, represents in some way a sense of freedom that we aspire to but find increasingly difficult, if not impossible, to attain in today’s society.

The Wild West was also the last chapter in our history when the bad guys could be remade as good guys. In their time they were often regarded as Robin Hoods of sorts, fighting the evil stagecoach or railroad monopolies in defense of the put-upon farmer and homesteader. In the myth the outlaws rode into town, robbed the bank, and galloped off in a cloud of dust and a hail of gunfire to their hideout in the hills to plan their next escapade. Some were lionized in the dime novels that were popular at the time.

Oregon had its fair share of these lawless characters, famous and obscure, some of whom you will meet within these pages. While some committed their crimes mainly or wholly within Oregon, all wandered to other states and regions as well, in search of additional criminal opportunities, on the run from the law, or both. But, however interesting their tales may be, the reader will find that the story of most outlaws usually ends badly.

One of the most interesting conversations I had while researching this book was with a Baker County historian who expressed skepticism that I would be able to find out a great deal of authentic, accurate information about a certain outlaw who ran amok in his county in the 1890s. He explained to me that outlaws usually kept their activities to themselves and traveled quietly so as to attract as little notice as possible.

He could not have been more right. The first thing anyone researching this subject will find is the suspect nature of many historical sources on outlaws of the Wild West. Contemporary newspaper stories about outlaws and their depredations are a mix of facts, conjecture, editorializing, and a good bit of embellishment. Historical and contemporary treatises commonly tell different variations of the same event, and even eyewitness accounts often contradict each other.

Into this murky historical pool the researcher wades, trying to make sense of it all and to divine which version of the tales is “most true.” I’ve listened to those voices from the past tell their versions and pondered the ruminations and interpretations of present-day scholars. Out of that mix of fact and myth come my tales of Oregon outlaws. I hope you enjoy them.


The DeAutremont Brothers

Oregon’s Last train Robbery

When Southern Pacific Railroad Train Number 13 came to a slow stop a little before 1:00 p.m. on October 11, 1923, in Tunnel 13 on the summit of Siskiyou Pass in southern Oregon, the eighty-plus passengers aboard must have thought it odd. They only had a few minutes to sit in the darkness and wonder what was going on before a huge explosion rocked the front of the train, breaking out windows on the passenger cars and sending a bright flash of light and billowing, thick smoke through the tunnel.

Conductor J. O. Marrett, assuming a boiler explosion, tried to calm and comfort the panicked passengers as best he could, then stepped out of the car into the black, smoky darkness of the tunnel and carefully began to make his way to the front of the train. It would be some minutes before he realized what the forward crew members already knew—that a brutal and vicious robbery was in progress.

Chugging south to San Francisco, California, Train Number 13 had originated out of Portland, Oregon, and was carrying, in addition to paying passengers, twenty deadheading railroad employees and was pulling four baggage cars.

Tunnel 13 is located just south of Ashland in the Siskiyou Mountains, a remote and wild place in those days. The steep, winding grade through the mountains to the tunnel required additional “helper” engines to get trains to the summit. Just before reaching the tunnel, the trains stopped at Siskiyou Station where the helper engines were unhooked. Then, because the ride down the other side of Siskiyou Pass was also steep and a train could gain four or five miles per hour extra speed before reaching the tunnel, company policy required its engineers to conduct a brake test, slowing down the train before reaching the east end of Tunnel 13 on its way down the mountain. It was all a routine, except for today.

On this day, three brothers—nineteen-year-old Hugh DeAutremont and the twenty-three-year-old twins Roy and Ray DeAutremont—were waiting for the train to reach the tunnel. They were out to make a big, one-time heist that would set them up for a life of leisure, forever free from financial worries. Rumor had it that Train Number 13, called the Gold Special because in past years it transported gold between Portland and San Francisco, was carrying forty thousand dollars in cash on this run.

Now, hidden in the brush along the tracks, Hugh and Roy, armed with Colt .45 automatic pistols, waited at the east end of the tunnel where the train would enter, while Ray, clutching a 12-gauge automatic shotgun, positioned himself at the west entrance.

Their plan was simple. The train, having conducted its brake test before entering the 3,100-foot-long tunnel, would be traveling slowly enough for Hugh and Roy to hop aboard. They would then make their way to the engine car cab and order the engineer to stop the train with the engine outside the exit end of the tunnel and the rest of the train inside. Ray, waiting with his shotgun at the tunnel exit, added extra firepower if needed. They would then blow open the mail car door with dynamite, uncouple the rest of the train, and order the engineer to pull the mail car out of the tunnel, where they would take its valuable cargo, and then disappear into the rugged mountains as rich men.

An hour earlier they had run wires from a detonator hidden in the woods to the tracks and stashed a suitcase filled with dynamite in the bushes so that everything would be ready to go. The brothers had stolen the explosives and accessories, ironically, from a Southern Pacific Railroad Company work site. Everything was in place, and now all they needed to do was wait for the train to arrive. They had planned it out so well that nothing could possibly go wrong.

[image: Ray, Hugh, and Roy DeAutremont. Oregon State Archives]

The DeAutremonts were not an atypical family for that time period in American history. Ray and Roy were born on March 31, 1900, in Iowa, and Hugh in Arkansas in 1904. They were the middle children in a family of five brothers. Their father, Paul, was of French extraction and their mother, Belle, German. They were Catholics and regular churchgoers.

A barber by trade, the father also tried his hand at farming and ranching and owned a general store for a while. In addition to Arkansas and Iowa, the family also lived for a time in Colorado and New Mexico. Eventually Paul and Belle divorced, and he moved to Eugene, Oregon, to work as a barber.

Following in their father’s footsteps, Roy and Ray moved to Oklahoma to attend barber school, but Ray did not care for the profession and jumped a train one day and rode the rails to Portland, Oregon, arriving in 1918.

While Roy remained in Oklahoma and opened his own barbershop, Ray became involved in the labor movement, specifically with the Industrial Workers of the World party. In November 1919 he was arrested, which was not an uncommon practice for harassing labor activists, and sentenced to one year in a Washington State reformatory on charges of “criminal syndicalism.”

Roy came to Oregon when he heard about his brother’s arrest, and upon Ray’s release, the two lived together in a Salem apartment, scraping by on what work they could find. Some scholars of the DeAutremont case believe that this was a radicalizing period for the two brothers, with Ray’s anger and bitterness over his arrest eventually affecting Roy as well.

Ray took off for Spokane, Washington, in 1921 to find work and then went to Chicago where he hoped to join up with “gangsters.” Failing to make a connection, he returned to Oregon by the end of the year and hooked up once again with Roy.

The twins, who were always close, began talking about pulling off some major heist that would permanently solve all their financial problems—an idea that first occurred to Ray when he was serving his reformatory sentence from 1919 to 1920. In 1922 the two even went so far as to plan several bank and general store robberies in Oregon and Washington, casing the locations but backing out at the last minute.

Over the next year the brothers spent time with family in Oregon, attended church, and worked at a number of jobs. Then Ray hopped a train during the winter of 1922–1923 and went to visit his younger brother Hugh, who was attending high school in New Mexico, where his mother Belle remained after her divorce. It was here that he pitched to Hugh the idea of helping him and Roy with a holdup, suggesting that the younger brother come up to Oregon after he graduated.

When Hugh graduated in June 1923, he headed up to Oregon to join Ray and Roy, and they began discussing a plan to rob a Southern Pacific Railroad mail car. Their date with destiny was drawing closer.

The brothers began exploring the Southern Pacific Railroad’s route from Portland to northern California, looking for a promising ambush location. But the three just weren’t finding a place they liked until Ray remembered Tunnel 13 and the Siskiyou Summit, over which he had traveled on his way to visit Hugh in New Mexico. Their spot was chosen, and they began to plan the details for a late October robbery of the Gold Special.

They went to Portland in early September 1923 and bought a used Nash car, which they drove to Eugene, where their father lived, taking the opportunity while passing through Oregon City to steal the explosives, detonator, and wire they would use in the robbery.

They visited with their father for a few days, then loaded the Nash with camping gear and other provisions and departed on September 18, telling him they were going hunting in Washington’s Puget Sound area. Then they turned south, down the Pacific Highway to the Siskiyou Mountains.

Just a little below the summit of Siskiyou Pass, they pulled off the road and concealed the car. Here they camped for about a week, and then moved to another site not far away to spend a few days practicing setting up the explosives and getting familiar with handling their weapons. They did a good deal of target shooting. They also burned their tent and other belongings that might be used to identify them if discovered by the authorities before relocating to a small cabin they found on nearby Mount Crest.

They stayed here for the better part of a week, making their preparations for the robbery, for which they had set a date of October 11.

Next, they sent Hugh to get the car with orders to drive it back to their father’s house in Eugene, store it there, and then hop a train for a lift back to the Siskiyou Summit. Because of the very limited road system in the area, attempting a getaway by car would almost certainly result in capture by the authorities. The plan, instead, was for Roy and Hugh to hide in the mountains once the robbery was successfully completed. Ray would make his way back to Eugene, pick up the car, then come and retrieve his brothers and the loot. At that point they would be free to make their escape.

But things went wrong. On the way down the mountain on September 26, Hugh crashed the Nash into a cow that was loitering in the road, crunching in the touring car’s front end. He made it into Ashland where he got it repaired, but had to spend a couple of days in town while the work was being done. He finally pulled into Eugene on September 29, leaving the car at his father’s house and hopping a train to Ashland. While hanging around the Southern Pacific Railroad yard waiting for a train to come by so he could hitch a ride to the Siskiyou Summit, Hugh was questioned by suspicious security guards. Although they let him go, the episode unnerved him. Instead of waiting for a train and risking getting caught, he hiked up to the Mount Crest cabin from Ashland, reuniting with Ray and Roy on October 9.

The appointed day finally arrived. At noon the brothers set out from the cabin on foot for Tunnel 13. In addition to their weapons, they carried with them the detonating machine wrapped in a pair of blue overalls, three backpacks to carry away the loot, three pads that had been soaked with creosote that they would strap to their feet to confuse bloodhounds, a one-pound can of pepper for the same purpose, flashlights, and a suitcase containing sticks of dynamite.

Upon reaching the tunnel, they attached the wires from the detonator and hid the suitcase by the tracks. Hugh and Roy made their way to the east tunnel entrance. Ray hefted his shotgun, sat down at the west entrance, lit a cigarette, and waited.

But now the waiting was over. The brothers could hear the train approach, slowing down enough during its brake test to allow a person to leap aboard as it passed by. Just before the train entered the tunnel, Hugh and Roy emerged from the brush and swung themselves onto the engine car.

Hugh stole up on engineer Sidney L. Bates and fireman Marvin L. Seng. With pistol drawn, Hugh ordered that the train be stopped with the engine outside the west end of the tunnel and the remaining cars inside. Roy watched from the back of the engine car by the oil tank.

As the engine emerged from the tunnel and the train came to a halt, Ray suddenly appeared, brandishing his shotgun. Mail clerk Elvyn E. Dougherty opened the door of the mail car to see what was going on. When he poked his head out, Ray fired his shotgun, but missed. Dougherty quickly slid the car door shut and locked it. Hugh Haffney, in the baggage car, was also peering out his car door. Seeing what was transpiring, he, too, slid his car door closed and locked it.

Now the DeAutremont brothers had everything under control and everyone where they wanted them. All that was needed now was to blow the door off the mail car, grab the forty thousand dollars, and make clean their escape. The high life was in their grasp.

Ray and Roy went up to the engine cab where Hugh was covering the engineer and fireman. They ordered both trainmen to get down off the cab and marched them out the tunnel to the front of the train where they would be protected from any debris thrown by the explosion they were about to set off.

They placed the suitcase of dynamite by the mail car door, attached the wires, and ran for cover as Roy rammed down the detonator plunger.

But the robbers had no experience using explosives and used far more dynamite than the job required. Instead of just blowing off the door, the explosion tore apart poor US Postal Service mail clerk Elvyn E. Dougherty and virtually demolished the mail car. Baggage man Haffney, in the next car over, was knocked unconscious by the blast.

Immediately after the explosion, while conductor Marrett was still attending to the passengers, brakeman Charles Orin “Coyle” Johnson jumped from one of the rear cars onto the tracks and made his way through the dark smoky tunnel to see what had happened, holding a red lantern to light his way. Rail accidents including derailings and boiler explosions were not unheard of
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