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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  I’ve placed these selections roughly in chronological order, but there is some overlap in time between the selections. I understand there will be the temptation to jump around and read the selections out of order, but I guarantee they will make a lot more sense if you read them in the order presented. And I suspect you’ll find that the selections you imagined might be the least interesting will end up being among the most fascinating.


  While putting this book together, I thought long and hard about how to deal with typos, misspellings, and old-style punctuation. If this was a scholarly book intended primarily for historians, I would have left the texts in their original state with all their flaws, adding corrections in brackets, but since this book is primarily for the general reader, I decided the brackets would be a distraction. Therefore, I have corrected typos that appeared in the originals and have fixed misspelled words and names. I have also corrected capitalization and have modernized punctuation.


  While it is sometimes interesting to read a person’s letters with all their flaws and idiosyncrasies intact, that also makes reading them much more difficult, and can obscure their meaning. Also, some of the texts were already corrected for their initial publication, while others were still in raw form. I felt that putting raw text next to someone else’s polished text could falsely give the impression that the former person was less intelligent than the latter. One person’s unedited writings might make them seem ignorant by today’s standards, while giving the opposite impression of someone whose writings had already been corrected. Even the best-educated scholars sometimes make mistakes in their hastily written notes and personal correspondence.


  In addition, when the selections in this book were written, spelling wasn’t as formalized as it is now. Lewis and Clark’s uncorrected journals are excellent examples of this. Spelling didn’t really become standardized until about the beginning of the twentieth century.


  As Mark Twain once humorously put it, “I don’t give a damn for a man that can only spell a word one way.” Actually, he fought hard for standardization, saying of the English alphabet, “It can hardly spell any word in the language with any degree of certainty.” At that time people even spelled their own names several different ways. I once saw a legal document where someone’s last name was spelled three different ways. So, while alternate spellings were acceptable and common in the nineteenth century, these are now seen as errors and signs of ignorance; therefore, I decided to update spellings to today’s accepted standards.


  In some instances I have also inserted missing words, but only where there was no doubt as to what the author intended that word to be. And I have corrected the tense of a few words, so they matched the rest of the paragraph. I have not rewritten any sentences to correct the grammar. Neither have I made any changes that might alter the author’s meaning. If the meaning was ambiguous, I left apparent errors uncorrected.


  Ultimately, I decided it was more important to make the texts easier to read and understand. By removing errors that would prove distracting, I hope I have enabled the reader to better focus on the fascinating stories these remarkable people have to tell.



  Celebrities of the Wild West


  John Richard Stephens


  Today, many of the famous personalities of Wild West history seem larger than life. Some of this is because of the legends that have built up around them over the years. For many of these, a closer look at the historical record strips away the fiction, leaving a flawed human being behind. But others really were larger-than-life figures. All of them lived in extraordinary times.


  Billy the Kid is a good example of the former. Stripped of the myths, he was a troubled youth who was pulled into a very bloody conflict and paid for it with his life.


  Buffalo Bill Cody, on the other hand, really was larger-than-life. Though he is now remembered as a showman who staged heroic and sensational spectacles in his Wild West shows, he was also an authentic, major Western figure. He was a prospector, buffalo hunter, and a scout for the army during the Civil War and the Indian Wars. For his service he received the Medal of Honor, the highest military decoration awarded by the US government. He was also a close friend of Wild Bill Hickok, Annie Oakley, Sitting Bull, and many others.


  For some Western figures, in spite of their fame, their actual role in history was minor. For others, their influence still affects us today. Either way, it’s interesting to take a look at their experiences and significant episodes in their lives. It also makes an excellent jumping-off point for examining what life was really like during this fascinating period of history. And even after filtering out the myths, there still remains something that is essential to understanding our own history. Or, in some cases, it is even revealed.


  At the time of the Civil War, the West primarily consisted of territories, not states, so the war didn’t touch this region quite as much as it did the rest of the country, until after it was over. Then veterans from both sides flooded west to start new lives, mixing together in the new towns. While the South had to deal with Northern carpetbaggers running their governments, the West thrust Northerners and Southerners together at a more-basic level. The war had an influence on many of the Western conflicts.


  Take the gunfight near the O.K. Corral, for example. In a very general way, Northerners tended to be townspeople who had made their way to Tombstone by way of California, while the Southerners tended to be rural ranchers and cowboys who came to Tombstone by way of Texas. In those days, Tombstone—like most towns in the West—was divided along party lines. The Northerners tended to be Republicans, and the Tombstone Tumbleweed was their newspaper. The Southerners were mainly Democrats, and the Tombstone Nugget was their mouthpiece.


  During this time period, the political parties were roughly opposite what they are today. The Republican Party—the party of Lincoln—was the more liberal party and the supporter of civil rights, particularly by ending slavery. The Democratic Party tended to be more conservative, especially in the South. During the Reconstruction (1868–1877), when the South was taken over by carpetbaggers, many Southern Democrats fought back by forming racist hate groups like the Ku Klux Klan and the White League.


  Most of the rustlers and outlaws involved in the events leading up to the gunfight were Southerners, and they were supported by the Democratic Nugget, while most of those on the side of the lawmen were Northerners, and the Republican Tumbleweed was on their side. Of course, there were exceptions, Doc Holliday being the most obvious—a Southerner on the side of the Earps. The McLaurys were an exception on the other side. They were Northerners who came to Tombstone by way of Texas and ended up as rustlers.


  Wild Bill Hickok was a Northerner who tried to put the war behind him, but was often forced into gunfights by Southerners who saw him as a traitor because of his spying activities during the war. Jesse James was a Southerner who couldn’t let go of the war, continuing to fight it long after the conflict was over by robbing Northern-owned banks and railroads.


  The expansion into the West was a time of great opportunities. Everything was new, unexplored, and dangerous. People left their homes behind for the chance at a better life. Most of them were very transient, moving from one boomtown to another, trying to strike it rich. They built new towns, new businesses, and new societies—often from the ground up. They went to lawless areas and created their own laws. The “taming the wilderness” brought the new arrivals into direct conflict with older residents—the Native Americans—in a spectacular, often disastrous, clash of cultures.


  Out of all this rose the Wild West’s most famous celebrities, both the illustrious and the notorious. These are the great Western heroes and villains that have taken on almost mythic proportions—outlaws and lawmen, soldiers and Indians, and, of course, cowboys and gunfighters. This book presents firsthand accounts of their exploits and adventures, bringing this exciting, long-gone era back to life.



  The Making of a Legend


  Interviews with Wild Bill Hickok
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  Wild Bill was the epitome of the Wild West celebrity. As his biographer, Joseph G. Rosa wrote, “No other Western character (except perhaps Wyatt Earp) is as famous or as controversial. Even Buffalo Bill Cody (long the subject of scholarly debate) fails to inspire the same reaction as Hickok, despite the fact that Cody’s Wild West Exhibition made him better known worldwide.”


  Wild Bill was catapulted to stardom practically overnight when he was featured on the cover of the February 1867 issue of Harper’s New Monthly Magazine (article reprinted below). Harper’s was the first national magazine in the United States, and one of the most popular publications in America at the time. Its illustrations were often cut out and used to decorate saloon walls all across the West, so even those who couldn’t read were familiar with it. It was a well-respected magazine, although on this occasion, the article about Wild Bill contained a large amount of exaggeration, with some fiction thrown in. (To be fair, the newspapers of the day were much worse, and often published the most outlandish rumors, hearsay, and libel. Some news articles were completely fake.)


  The nation, still reeling from the Civil War, had turned its attention to the frontier, particularly when searching for new heroes. Wild Bill was well suited for hero status. The Harper’s article, and the dime novels which followed, took actual qualities he possessed and experiences he’d had and magnified them. He had been a lawman off and on for years, and during the Civil War was a sharpshooter, scout, and Union spy. He was a man of action, with the bravery and steely nerve required in hot situations. He was a very good shot, and shortly before the Harper’s interview, he’d fought and killed a man in the sort of Wild West showdown gunfight that’s popular in fiction, but which rarely occurred in real life. He generally tried to avoid conflict, but when he did have to fight, he usually came out on top.


  [image: Wild Bill Hickok while he was a Union scout (c. 1863)]



  Wild Bill’s real name was James Butler Hickok—Butler being his mother’s maiden name—though by the time he was twenty-one, he was known as Bill or William, which was his father’s name. Before he became “Wild Bill,” he was known as “Dutch Bill,” “Buckskin Bill,” and “Injun Bill.” No one knows how he got his more-famous nickname. A family friend named George Hance said that they began calling him “Wild Bill” in the summer of 1862. Although he didn’t say why, he did add that they called his older brother, Lorenzo, “Tame Bill.” Perhaps Hickok’s nickname stemmed from someone’s sense of humor—sort of like calling a person who is very tall “Shorty.”


  Wild Bill was not wild. He was actually very quiet, reserved, and even shy. Later, when Buffalo Bill talked Wild Bill into joining his stage show, Wild Bill could barely bring himself to speak a word onstage, and often hid in the background. In 1911, Buffalo Bill recalled in the Chicago newspaper, The Inter Ocean:


  Wild Bill was a bad actor most anywhere, but he was an especially bad actor on stage. Jack Omohundro, known as Texas Jack, was with the show, and when the curtain fell at the close of the first act, he and I and Wild Bill were supposed to stand out near the front of the stage clasping rescued maidens to our breasts in the white glare of the calcium. But Wild Bill was never out there where he belonged. He invariably hung back in the shadows at the rear or remained half-hidden behind a painted tree or rock. He was a poor hand to pose or show off and hated to have a lot of people staring at him. One night when the spotlight found him leaning against a gnarled oak in the background, it made him mad, and he took a shot at the spotlight machine in the central aisle of the balcony, shattered the bull’s-eye, and broke the machine. The show had to go on to the end without the usual calcium effects.


  If Wild Bill was not a star on the stage, he was a sensation off it. Crowds followed him about everywhere.


  

  While Wild Bill hated acting and the silliness of the melodramas he performed in, he did have a humorous side. He had a reputation—especially among his close family—of being a leg-puller and practical joker. While he had a vivid imagination, his family never knew him to deliberately lie. During an era with limited forms of entertainment, a frontiersman was valued among his friends for the tall tales he could tell. No one cared how accurate a story was, as long as it was entertaining—the wilder, the better. Mark Twain made a career of it.


  Wild Bill was pretty good at it, too, so when George Nichols interviewed him for the Harper’s article, he told some whoppers. It’s likely he never imagined that anyone but a tenderfoot would take his tall tales seriously—certainly not Nichols, who was no greenhorn. But Nichols was like Wild Bill: Neither one wanted to let the truth get in the way of a good story. Nichols probably intended the article to be a bit of colorful entertainment. It’s doubtful either one had an idea of the tremendous impact it would have—especially on Wild Bill’s life.


  The article was received with mixed reactions in Springfield, Missouri, where Nichols had conducted the interview. The town was prominently featured in the article. Within days of the magazine’s arrival, the Springfield Patriot described the residents’ reactions, observing, “Some are excessively indignant, but the great majority are in convulsions of laughter, which seem interminable as yet. . . . [A]ll agree, if published at all, [the article] should have had its place . . . with the other fabricated more or less funnyisms.”


  Oddly, reading the exact same article, different people came away with different views of Wild Bill. Most saw him as the frontier superhero that Nichols intended; of course, having been a spy for the Union was bound to make him “evil” in the eyes of former Confederates, but strangely, many others also thought he was a cold-blooded, “red-handed murderer,” and a “desperate criminal.” Perhaps they forgot the details of the article, only remembering that he’d supposedly “killed hundreds of men,” and that he must be wild, given his nickname. In their minds, this equated to Wild Bill being a hard-case criminal.


  One newspaper accused Wild Bill of being a murderous coward who should be hanged, while another asserted “gallows and [the] penitentiary are the places to tame such bloodthirsty wretches as ‘Wild Bill.’ ” While he didn’t mind being a celebrity, he hated being thought of as a desperado, and he reacted angrily to articles branding him a “red-handed murderer”—which he certainly was not—but there was little he could do about it.


  Hickok’s claims that he’d killed more than a hundred men didn’t help, even though he insisted he had never killed anyone “without good cause.” Nonetheless, people came to believe he was the undisputed leading gunfighter in the West. In some ways, this reputation helped him as a lawman, since few people were willing to tangle with him face-to-face. On the other hand, he was concerned that the Texans might ambush him, as outlaws were known to do on occasion.


  On first reading the article, Springfield’s Missouri Weekly Patriot reported, “No finer physique, no greater strength, no more personal courage, no steadier nerves, no superior skill with the pistol, no better horsemanship than his, could any man of the million Federal soldiers of the war, boast of; and few did better or more loyal service as a soldier throughout the war. But Nichols ‘cuts it very fat’ when he describes Bill’s feats in arms. We think his hero only claims to have sent a few dozen rebs to the farther side of Jordan; and we never, before reading the ‘Colonel’s’ article, suspected he had dispatched ‘several hundreds with his own hands.’ ”


  George Nichols was a brevet lieutenant colonel at the end of the war. Like many others, he continued to be called “Colonel,” even though the rank was no longer official.


  Military rank was a bit confusing during this period. One man could actually hold four ranks at the same time. He had his regular rank, but he could also be given a brevet rank—which was a temporarily higher rank, though without an increase in pay and with only limited authority. Thus an officer could be a colonel and also a brevet-general. In addition, he could hold a regular and brevet rank in the regular army, while also holding a regular and brevet rank in the volunteers. Unfortunately, historically, brevet ranks do not usually have the word brevet in front of them, so it’s often difficult to distinguish brevet ranks from regular ranks. And if that weren’t enough, full ranks—such as brigadier general, lieutenant general, major general, and general—are often combined under the generic rank; in this case, “general.”


  Of course, Hickok didn’t kill hundreds of people. It’s not known how many, if any, he did kill during the war, but there probably were some. Despite his reputation, at the time the Harper’s article came out, he was responsible for only one death that’s documented—that of Davis Tutt. There were five more in the five years following the article, which brings the known Hickok death toll to six. That’s not many when compared to other gunmen, like John Wesley Hardin who shot down more than thirty people, but then, those with the higher death counts were usually murderers, not lawmen.


  The McCanles Massacre was one of the more memorable events that contributed to Wild Bill’s fame. According to Harper’s, Wild Bill was attacked by the McCanles gang of outlaws. Armed only with a pistol and a knife, he single-handedly killed all ten of them. It’s a great story, but not true. Wild Bill was there, but it appears he wasn’t directly involved.


  David McCanles was a sheriff in North Carolina before he headed west. Some believe he embezzled county funds and ran off with his mistress. He ended up purchasing the Rock Creek Station and corral in the Nebraska Territory. There he built a ranch and then sent for his wife and kids, though she was upset to discover she would be sharing the ranch with his mistress. In 1860 the Russell, Majors & Waddell Company bought the station as one of the stops along their Pony Express route, but the company went bankrupt and defaulted on their mortgage payments.


  Wild Bill was working at the station—either for the company or for their stationmaster, Horace Wellman—mainly tending the stock. He later claimed he rode for the Pony Express; although it’s doubtful that he was a regular rider, it’s possible he filled in when the regular rider wasn’t available. It’s likely he arrived at Rock Creek in April or May of 1861, around the same time as Wellman and his family. About a month later, McCanles became concerned about the payments. On July 11, Wellman discovered the company was bankrupt and was trying to negotiate a bailout with the government, which never came about. The afternoon of the following day, McCanles and two employees—James Woods and James Gordon—along with his twelve-year-old son, William Monroe McCanles, went to the station to try to evict the Wellmans so he could put the station back up for sale. Previously McCanles had thrashed Jane Wellman’s father, who lived nearby, accusing him of theft.


  There is a lot of controversy and conflicting accounts of what happened next. Some say Wild Bill ambushed McCanles from behind a curtain or a bush, because McCanles had bullied Hickok, and because Wild Bill was interested in McCanles’s mistress, Sally Shull. Shull and another woman were present at the time, but when it became clear there was going to be trouble, they retreated to the cellar.


  According to Hickok biographer Joseph G. Rosa, McCanles and his men confronted Horace and Jane Wellman in front of the house. Contrary to some reports, it’s been shown that McCanles was armed with a pistol or a shotgun, or both. Horace insisted he wasn’t authorized to turn over the station and then went into the house, while Jane chewed McCanles out for abusing her father. Wild Bill came up and McCanles warned him not to get involved. Pony Express rider James “Doc” Brink was also present. McCanles asked for a glass of water and Wild Bill went into the house to get it for him. As the argument continued, McCanles went to the front door of the house and was shot in the chest. Then shots were fired at James Woods and James Gordon. Some claim Jane Wellman then killed Woods by hitting him over the head with a hoe. Others say it was Horace who did this. As McCanles’s son fled, someone followed James Gordon down to the river and killed him with a shotgun.


  A few days later, the Brownville Advertiser reported, “On Friday three men were killed at Rock Creek on the Military Road about 30 or 35 miles west of this. . . . During the difficulty some secessionists put a rope around a Union Man’s neck, and dragged him some distance toward a tree with the avowed purpose of hanging him. He managed to escape. They then gave him notice to leave in a certain time or be hung. At the end of the time, five [sic, four] of them went to his house to see if he had gone, when he commenced firing upon them and killed three out of the five [four]; the other two [sic, one; McCanles’s twelve-year-old son] making a hasty retreat.”


  This report contained some inaccuracies, but if the man McCanles tried to hang was Jane Wellman’s father, it provides further insight into the motive for the killings, though some think it might have been Wild Bill they attempted to lynch. The Harper’s article mentions something similar, but says the McCanles gang dragged “Parson Shipley” around with a lariat about his neck before returning to the ranch.


  Wellman, Hickok, and Brink were arrested. They testified that they were defending company property at the preliminary hearing, and the judge decided there was not enough evidence for a charge of murder, so he dismissed the case. It’s still unknown who killed McCanles, but since the argument was with Wellman and his wife, it’s less likely that it was Wild Bill. Still, it is possible he had a hand in the deaths. Either way, Wild Bill’s greatly exaggerated tall tale that appeared in Harper’s is nearly unrecognizable.


  About a month after the McCanles affair, Wild Bill joined the Union Army, probably as a civilian teamster, and it’s said he was in some capacity involved in the Battle of Wilson’s Creek on August 10, 1861, near Springfield, Missouri. By the end of October, he was a wagonmaster, which job he did until September 1862. It’s not known what he did for the next year and a half, but in March 1864 he was a special policeman for the District of Southwest Missouri. (This was not Hickok’s first job in law enforcement. In March 1858, about two years after he moved from his home in Illinois to Kansas, he was elected as a constable of Monticello at the age of twenty-one.) It’s uncertain how long he held this job, but the following month he became a scout. According to Brigadier General John Sanborn, Wild Bill was “the real hero of many exploits, and according to the dime novels, the imaginary hero of many more. Bill was a fine scout and detective. He entered the rebel camps, was arrested as a spy, and even taken before Gen. Price, but his inordinate nerve and great self-possession not only saved him, but made him an orderly on Price’s staff. He eventually escaped and returned to me with valuable information during the Battle of Newtonia.”


  Wild Bill spent several months behind Confederate lines in Arkansas as a spy. Upon his return, he remained a scout until shortly after the war ended, when he returned to the Plains, where he became a government detective. He soon returned to scouting when, from May to September 1866, he was assigned to guide generals William Sherman and John Pope from Kansas to Fort Kearny in the Nebraska Territory, then continued on with Pope to Santa Fe, New Mexico Territory, before returning to Kansas.


  While Wild Bill continued working as a lawman and scout after the war, he also supported himself as a professional gambler. This was something he would continue to do for the remainder of his life.


  It was two months after the end of the Civil War that Wild Bill was involved in another incident that would contribute to his later fame. This was when Wild Bill killed Davis Tutt in a duel. Tutt was an Arkansan who disappeared from the Confederate Army in 1863, reappearing with his family in Springfield, Missouri, the following year, where he became a professional gambler. Apparently he was friends with Hickok for years before their gunfight, and had often loaned Wild Bill money. The Harper’s article makes it sound like the war had something to do with the fight, but it didn’t. Much of what follows is from a portion of Wild Bill’s trial records, which were discovered in the mid-1990s.


  On the night of July 20, 1865, Wild Bill and Tutt were playing cards and Wild Bill lost the final hand. After paying up, Tutt demanded more, and they got into an argument over how much money Wild Bill owed Tutt for a horse he had bought. He’d already paid Tutt $40 and thought he owed Tutt another $25, but Tutt insisted it was $35. As the disagreement heated up, Tutt grabbed Hickok’s watch from the table, saying he was going to hold it as collateral. Wild Bill insisted he’d paid $10 to him at Oak Hall, and suggested they go downstairs to check his notebook, adding that if he owed him $35, then he would pay it. Instead, Tutt demanded $45 and walked out.


  The next day, at 5:00 p.m., Hickok and Tutt discussed the problem while sitting on the porch of the Lyon House in Springfield’s main square. Tutt soon headed up the square, stopping at the livery stable before heading on to the courthouse. At 6:00 p.m., Wild Bill also set out toward the courthouse at the north end of the square. He had probably already warned Tutt that if he tried to cross the square wearing his watch, there would be trouble. If he hadn’t, he did so now, calling out these words to Tutt when they were fifty to one hundred paces apart. Tutt, who was wearing a duster, responded by pulling a pistol from the waistband behind his back. They both fired at the same time. Tutt turned sideways when he fired so he would present a smaller target. His shot missed, but Wild Bill’s bullet struck Tutt in the right side and passed out through the left. Tutt staggered away toward the courthouse before dropping dead. Wild Bill surrendered himself and went on trial a couple of weeks later. A jury found him innocent by reason of self-defense.


  Wild Bill was a very good shot, though some argue he was not quite as amazing as he appeared in the Harper’s article, and couldn’t have done some of the trick shooting attributed to him. Still, there are indications he was quite a shot. “The secret of Bill’s success,” said one anonymous acquaintance of his in the Chicago Tribune of August 25, 1876, “was his ability to draw and discharge his pistols, with a rapidity that was truly wonderful, and a peculiarity of his was that the two were presented and discharged simultaneously, being ‘out and off’ before the average man had time to think about it. He never seemed to take any aim, yet he never missed. Bill never did things by halves. When he drew his pistols it was always to shoot, and it was a theory of his that every man did the same.”


  Shortly after Wild Bill killed Tutt, George Nichols interviewed him for the article that would make him famous, but that article wouldn’t come out for a year and a half. In September 1865, Hickok was beaten in the election for Springfield’s town marshal. The following January he was appointed a government detective at Fort Riley, Kansas, where his primary duty seems to have been rounding up mule thieves and retrieving the stolen mules. He held this position for more than a year. Then the article came out.


  One of the most ridiculous things about Nichols’s article is the grammar and language attributed to Wild Bill, with comments like “I allers shot well.” Either Nichols or his editor must have decided it would add color to the interview and help to distinguish Wild Bill’s quotations from those made by others. Once the article hit the stands, many of those who knew Wild Bill were quick to point out that he just didn’t talk like that. The following selection provides a better idea of what he did talk like. It’s from a letter that he sent home in 1858, probably from Monticello, Kansas.


  It was the first time in my life that I ever saw a fight and did not go to see it out, and I am glad of it now. You don’t know what a country this is for drinking and fighting, but I hope it will be different sometime, and I know, in reason, that it will when the law is put in force. There is no common law here now—hardly at all. A man can do what he pleases without fear of the law or anything else. There has been two awful fights in town this week. You don’t know anything about such fighting at home as I speak of. This is no place for women and children yet. Although they all say it is so quiet here. . . . If a man fights in Kansas and gets whipped, he never says anything more about it. If he does, he will get whipped for his trouble.


  Obviously he had not yet had much experience with frontier violence.


  Anyway, with all this in mind, here is George Nichols’s article and interview that appeared in the February 1867 issue of Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, which turned Wild Bill into a celebrity.

  

  WILD BILL


  Several months after the ending of the Civil War, I visited the city of Springfield in Southwest Missouri. Springfield is not a burgh of extensive dimensions, yet it is the largest in that part of the State, and all roads lead to it—which is one reason why it was the point d’apari, as well as the base of operations for all military movements during the war.


  On a warm summer day I sat watching from the shadow of a broad awning the coming and going of the strange, half-civilized people who, from all the country round, make this a place for barter and trade. Men and women dressed in queer costumes; men with coats and trousers made of skin, but so thickly covered with dirt and grease as to have defied the identity of the animal when walking in the flesh. Others wore homespun gear, which oftentimes appeared to have seen lengthy service. Many of those people were mounted on horse-back or mule-back, while others urged forward the unwilling cattle attached to creaking, heavily-laden wagons, their drivers snapping their long whips with a report like that of a pistol-shot.


  In front of the shops which lined both sides of the main business street, and about the public square, were groups of men lolling against posts, lying upon the wooden sidewalks, or sitting in chairs. These men were temporary or permanent denizens of the city, and were lazily occupied in doing nothing. The most marked characteristic of the inhabitants seemed to be an indisposition to move, and their highest ambition to let their hair and beards grow.


  Here and there upon the street the appearance of the army blue betokened the presence of a returned Union soldier, and the jaunty, confident air with which they carried themselves was all the more striking in its contrast with the indolence which appeared to belong to the place. The only indication of action was the inevitable revolver which everybody, excepting, perhaps, the women, wore about their persons. When people moved in this lazy city they did so slowly and without method. No one seemed in haste. A huge hog wallowed in luxurious ease in a nice bed of mud on the other side of the way, giving vent to gentle grunts of satisfaction. On the platform at my feet lay a large wolf dog literally asleep with one eye open. He, too, seemed contented to let the world wag idly on.


  The loose, lazy spirit of the occasion finally took possession of me, and I sat and gazed and smoked, and it is possible that I might have fallen into a Rip Van Winkle sleep to have been aroused ten years hence by the cry, “Passengers for the flying machine to New York, all aboard!” when I and the drowsing city were roused into life by the clatter and crash of the hoofs of a horse which dashed furiously across the square and down the street. The rider sat perfectly erect, yet following with a grace of motion seen only in the horsemen of the plains, the rise and fall of the galloping steed. There was only a moment to observe this, for they halted suddenly, while the rider springing to the ground approached the party which the noise had gathered near me.


  “This yere is Wild Bill, Colonel,” said Captain Honesty, an army officer addressing me. He continued, “How are yer, Bill? This yere is Colonel N—— [Nichols], who wants ter know yer.”


  [Note: Captain Honesty was a pseudonym Nichols used for Captain Richard Owen, who was the quartermaster Wild Bill worked for during the war. Like Wild Bill, he spoke properly and not the way he’s quoted here.]


  Let me at once describe the personal appearance of the famous Scout of the Plains, William Hitchcock [sic], called “Wild Bill,” who now advanced toward me, fixing his clear gray eyes on mine in a quick, interrogative way, as if to take “my measure.”


  The result seemed favorable, for he held forth a small, muscular hand in a frank, open manner. As I looked at him I thought his the handsomest physique I had ever seen. In its exquisite manly proportions it recalled the antique. It was a figure Ward would delight to model as a companion to his “Indian.”


  Bill stood six feet and an inch in his bright yellow moccasins. A deer-skin shirt, or frock, it might be called, hung jauntily over his shoulders and revealed a chest whose breadth and depth were remarkable. These lungs had had growth in some twenty years of the free air of the Rocky Mountains. His small, round waist was girthed by a belt which held two of Colt’s Navy revolvers. His legs sloped gradually from the compact thigh to the feet, which were small and turned inward as he walked. There was a singular grace and dignity of carriage about that figure which would have called your attention meet it where you would. The head which crowned it was now covered by a large sombrero, underneath which there shone out a quiet, manly face; so gentle is its expression as he greets you as utterly to belie the history of its owner; yet it is not a face to be trifled with. The lips thin and sensitive, the jaw not too square, the cheek bones slightly prominent, a mass of fine dark hair falls below the neck to the shoulders. The eyes, now that you are in friendly intercourse, are as gentle as a woman’s. In truth, the woman nature seems prominent throughout, and you would not believe that you were looking into eyes that have pointed the way to death to hundreds of men. Yes, Wild Bill with his own hands has killed hundreds of men. Of that I have not a doubt. “He shoots to kill,” as they say on the border.


  In vain did I examine the scout’s face for some evidence of murderous propensity. It was a gentle face, and singular only in the sharp angle of the eye, and without any physiognomical reason for the opinion, I have thought his wonderful accuracy of aim was indicated by this peculiarity. He told me, however, to use his own words:


  “I allers shot well; but I come ter be perfect in the mountains by shootin’ at a dime for a mark, at best of half a dollar a shot. And then until the war I never drank liquor nor smoked,” he continued, with a melancholy expression; “war is demoralizing it is.”


  Captain Honesty was right. I was very curious to see “Wild Bill, the Scout,” who, a few days before my arrival in Springfield, in a duel at noonday in the public square, at fifty paces, had sent one of Colt’s pistol-balls through the heart of a returned Confederate soldier.


  Whenever I had met an officer or soldier who had served in the Southwest I heard of Wild Bill and his exploits, until these stories became so frequent and of such an extraordinary character as quite to outstrip personal knowledge of adventure by camp and field; and the hero of these strange tales took shape in my mind as did Jack the Giant Killer or Sinbad the Sailor in childhood’s days. As then, I now had the most implicit faith in the existence of the individual; but how one man could accomplish such prodigies of strength and feats of daring was a continued wonder.


  In order to give the reader a clearer understanding of the condition of this neighborhood, which could have permitted the duel mentioned above, and whose history will be given hereafter in detail, I will describe the situation at the time of which I am writing, which was late in the summer of 1865, premising that this section of country would not today be selected as a model example of modern civilization.


  At that time peace and comparative quiet had succeeded the perils and tumult of war in all the more Southern States. The people of Georgia and the Carolinas were glad to enforce order in their midst; and it would have been safe for a Union officer to have ridden unattended through the land.


  In Southwest Missouri there were old scores to be settled up. During the three days occupied by General Smith—who commanded the Department and was on a tour of inspection—in crossing the country between Rolla and Springfield, a distance of 120 miles, five men were killed or wounded on the public road. Two were murdered a short distance from Rolla—by whom we could not ascertain. Another was instantly killed and two were wounded at a meeting of a band of “Regulators,” who were in the service of the State, but were paid by the United States Government. It should be said here that their method of “regulation” was slightly informal; their war-cry was, “A swift bullet and a short rope for returned rebels!”


  I was informed by General Smith that during the six months preceding not less than 4,000 returned Confederates had been summarily disposed of by shooting or hanging. This statement seems incredible; but there is the record, and I have no doubt of its truth.


  History shows few parallels to this relentless destruction of human life in time of peace. It can be explained only upon the ground that before the war, this region was inhabited by lawless people. In the outset of the rebellion the merest suspicion of loyalty to the Union cost the patriot his life; and thus large numbers fled the land, giving up home and every material interest. As soon as the Federal armies occupied the country these refugees returned. Once securely fixed in their old homes they resolved that their former persecutors should not live in their midst. Revenge for the past and security for the future knotted many a nerve and sped many a deadly bullet.


  Wild Bill did not belong to the Regulators. Indeed, he was one of the law and order party. He said, “When the war closed I buried the hatchet, and I won’t fight now unless I’m put upon.”


  Bill was born of Northern parents in the State of Illinois. He ran away from home when a boy, and wandered out upon the plains and into the mountains. For fifteen years he lived with the trappers, hunting and fishing. When the war broke out he returned to the States and entered the Union service. No man probably was ever better fitted for scouting than he. Joined to his tremendous strength he was an unequalled horseman; he was a perfect marksman; he had a keen sight, and a constitution which had no limit of endurance. He was cool to audacity, brave to rashness, always possessed of himself under the most critical circumstances; and above all, was such a master in the knowledge of woodcraft that it might have been termed a science with him—a knowledge which, with the soldier, is priceless beyond description. Some of Bill’s adventures during the war will be related hereafter.


  The main feature of the story of the duel was told me by Captain Honesty, who was unprejudiced, if it is possible to find an unbiased mind in a town of 3,000 people after a fight has taken place. I will give the story in his words:


  “They say Bill’s wild. Now he isn’t any sich thing. I’ve known him going on ter ten year, and he’s as civil a disposed person as you’ll find hereabouts. But he won’t be put upon.


  “I’ll tell yer how it happened. But come inter the office; thar’s a good many round hy’ar as sides with Tutt—the man that’s shot. But I tell yer ’twas a fair fight. Take some whisky? No! Well, I will, if yer’l excuse me.


  “You see,” continued the Captain, setting the empty glass on the table in an emphatic way, “Bill was up in his room a-playing seven-up, or four-hand, or some of them pesky games. Bill refused ter play with Tutt, who was a professional gambler. You see, Bill was a scout on our side durin’ the war, and Tutt was a reb scout. Bill had killed Dave Tutt’s mate, and, atween one thing and other, there war an onusual hard feelin’ atwixt ’em.


  “Ever since Dave come back he had tried to pick a row with Bill; so Bill wouldn’t play cards with him anymore. But Dave stood over the man who was gambling with Bill and lent the feller money. Bill won ’bout two hundred dollars, which made Tutt spiteful mad. Bime-by he says to Bill, ‘Bill, you’ve got plenty of money—pay me that forty dollars yer owe me in that horse trade.’


  “And Bill paid him. Then he said, ‘Yer owe me thirty-five dollars more; yer lost it playing with me t’other night.’


  “Dave’s style was right provoking, but Bill answered him perfectly gentlemanly, ‘I think yer wrong, Dave. It’s only twenty-five dollars. I have a memorandum of it in my pocket downstairs. Ef it’s thirty-five dollars I’ll give it yer.’



  “Now Bill’s watch was lying on the table. Dave took up the watch, put it in his pocket, and said, ‘I’ll keep this yere watch till yer pay me that thirty-five dollars.’


  “This made Bill shooting mad; fur, don’t yer see, Colonel, it was a-doubting his honor like, so he got up and looked Dave in the eyes, and said to him, ‘I don’t want ter make a row in this house. It’s a decent house, and I don’t want ter injure the keeper. You’d better put that watch back on the table.’


  “But Dave grinned at Bill mighty ugly, and walked off with the watch, and kept it several days. All this time Dave’s friends were spurring Bill on ter fight; there was no end ter the talk. They blackguarded him in an underhand sort of a way, and tried ter get up a scrimmage, and then they thought they could lay him out. Yer see, Bill has enemies all about. He’s settled the accounts of a heap of men who lived round here. This is about the only place in Missouri whar a reb can come back and live, and ter tell yer the truth, Colonel”—and the Captain, with an involuntary movement, hitched up his revolver-belt, as he said, with expressive significance—“they don’t stay long round here!


  “Well, as I was saying, these rebs don’t like ter see a man walking round town who they knew in the reb army as one of their men, who they now know was on our side, all the time he was sending us information, sometimes from Pap Price’s own headquarters. But they couldn’t provoke Bill inter a row, for he’s afeared of hissel when he gits awful mad; and he allers left his shootin’ irons in his room when he went out. One day these cusses drew their pistols on him and dared him to fight, and they told him that Tutt was a-goin’ ter pack that watch across the squar next day at noon.


  “I heard of this, for everybody was talking about it on the street, and so I went after Bill and found him in his room cleaning and greasing and loading his revolvers.


  “ ‘Now, Bill,’ says I, ‘you’re goin’ to get inter a fight.’

  
 “ ‘Don’t you bother yerself, Captain,’ says he. ‘It’s not the first time I have been in a fight; and these damned hounds have put on me long enough. You don’t want me ter give up my honor, do yer?’


  “ ‘No, Bill,’ says I, ‘yer must keep yer honor.’


  “Next day, about noon, Bill went down on the squar. He had said that Dave Tutt shouldn’t pack that watch across the squar unless dead men could walk.


  “When Bill got onter the squar he found a crowd stanin’ in the corner of the street by which he entered the squar, which is from the south, yer know. In this crowd he saw a lot of Tutt’s friends; some were cousins of his’n, just back from the reb army; and they jeered him, and boasted that Dave was a-goin’ to pack that watch across the squar as he promised.


  “Then Bill saw Tutt stanin’ near the courthouse, which yer remember is on the west side, so that the crowd war behind Bill.


  “Just then Tutt who war alone, started from the courthouse and walked out into the squar, and Bill moved away from the crowd toward the west side of the squar. ’Bout fifteen paces brought them opposite to each other, and about fifty yards apart. Tutt then showed his pistol. Bill had kept a sharp eye on him, and before Tutt could pint it Bill had his’n out.


  “At that moment you could have heard a pin drop in that squar. Both Tutt and Bill fired, but one discharge followed the other so quick that it’s hard to say which went off first. Tutt was a famous shot, but he missed this time; the ball from his pistol went over Bill’s head. The instant Bill fired, without waitin’ ter see ef he had hit Tutt, he wheeled on his heels and pointed his pistol at Tutt’s friends, who had already drawn their weapons.


  “ ‘Aren’t yer satisfied, gentlemen?’ cried Bill, as cool as an alligator. ‘Put up your shootin’-irons or there’ll be more dead men here.’ And they put ’em up, and said it war a far fight.”


  “What became of Tutt?” I asked of the Captain, who had stopped at this point of his story and was very deliberately engaged in refilling his empty glass.


  “Oh! Dave? He was as plucky a feller as ever drew trigger; but Lord bless yer! it was no use. Bill never shoots twice at the same man, and his ball went through Dave’s heart. He stood stock-still for a second or two, then raised his arm as if ter fir again, then he swayed a little, staggered three or four steps, and then fell dead.


  “Bill and his friends wanted ter have the thing done regular, so we went up ter the justice, and Bill delivered himself up. A jury was drawn; Bill was tried and cleared the next day. It was proved that it was a case of self-defense. Don’t yer see, Colonel?”


  I answered that I was afraid that I did not see that point very clearly.

 “Well, well!” he replied, with an air of compassion, “you haven’t drunk any whisky, that’s what’s the matter with yer.” And then, putting his hand on my shoulder with a half-mysterious, half-conscious look in his face, he muttered, in a whisper, “The fact is, thar was an undercurrent of a woman in that fight!”


  The story of the duel was yet fresh from the lips of the Captain when its hero appeared in the manner already described. After a few moments’ conversation Bill excused himself, saying, “I am going out on the prarer [prairie] a piece to see the sick wife of my mate. I should be glad to meet yer at the hotel this afternoon, Kernel.”


  “I will go there to meet you,” I replied.

 “Good day, gentlemen,” said the scout as he saluted the party; and mounting the black horse, who had been standing quiet, unhitched, he waved his hand over the animal’s head. Responsive to the signal, she shot forward as the arrow leaves the bow, and they both disappeared up the road in a cloud of dust.


  “That man is the most remarkable character I have met in four years’ active service,” said a lieutenant of cavalry, as the party resumed their seats. “He and his mate—the man who scouted with him—attempted the most daring feat that I ever heard of.”


  As there appeared to be no business on hand at the moment, the party urged the lieutenant to tell the story.


  “I can’t tell the thing as it was,” said the young officer. “It was beyond description. One could only hold their breath and feel. It happened when our regiment was attached to Curtis’s command, in the expedition down into Arkansas. One day we were in the advance, and began to feel the enemy, who appeared in greater strength than at any time before. We were all rather uneasy, for there were rumors that Kirby Smith had come up from Texas with all his force; and as we were only a strong reconnoitering party, a fight just then might have been bad for us. We made a big noise with a light battery, and stretched our cavalry out in the open and opposite to the rebel cavalry, who were drawn up in line of battle on the slope of the prairie about a thousand yards away. There we sat for half an hour, now and then banging at each other, but both parties keeping pretty well their line of battle. They waited for us to pitch in. We were waiting until more of our infantry should come.


  “It was getting to be stupid work, however, and we were all hoping something would turn up, when we noticed two men ride out from the center of their line and move toward us. At the first instant we paid little heed to them, supposing it some act of rebel bravado, when we saw quite a commotion all along the enemy’s front, and then they commenced firing at the two riders, and then their line was all enveloped with smoke, out of which horsemen dashed in pursuit. The two riders kept well together, coming straight for us. Then we knew they were trying to escape, and the Colonel deployed our company as skirmishers to assist them. There wasn’t time to do much, although, as I watched the pursued and their pursuers and found the two men had halted at what I could now see was a deep wide ditch, the moments seemed to be hours; and when they turned I thought they were going to give themselves up.


  “But no; in the face of that awful fire they deliberately turned back to get space for a good run at the ditch. This gave time for two of their pursuers to get within a few yards of them, when they stopped, evidently in doubt as to the meaning of this retrograde movement. But they did not remain long in doubt, for the two men turned again, and, with a shout, rushed for the ditch, and then we were near enough to see that they were Wild Bill and his mate. Bill’s companion never reached the ditch. He and his horse must have been shot at the same time, for they went down together and did not rise again. [Note: After the Harper’s article was published, Bill’s companion—Tom Martin—pointed out that Nichols’s description of his death was not true.]


  “Bill did not get a scratch. He spoke to Black Nell, the mare we saw just now, who knew as well as her master that there was life and death in that twenty feet of ditch, and that she must jump it; and at it she went with a big rush. [Note: All Nichols’s stories of Wild Bill’s horse are fiction. Wild Bill’s horse was a stallion—not a mare—and he was blind in one eye.] I never saw a more magnificent sight. Bill gave the mare her head, and turning in his saddle fired twice, killing both of his pursuers, who were within a few lengths of him. They were out of their saddles like stones, just as Black Nell flew into the air and landed safely on our side of the ditch. In a moment both the daring scout and the brave mare were in our midst, while our men cheered and yelled like mad.


  “We asked Bill why he ran such a risk, when he could have stolen into our lines during the night?


  “ ‘Oh,’ said he, ‘my mate and I wanted to show them cussed rebs what a Union soldier could do. We’ve been with them now more than a month, and heard nothing but brag. We thought we’d take it out of them. But’—and Bill looked across the greensward to where his companion still lay motionless—‘if they have killed my mate they shall pay a big price for it.’


  “Bill must have brought valuable information,” continued the lieutenant, “for he was at once sent to the General, and in an hour we had changed position, and foiled a flank movement of the rebels.”


  I went to the hotel during the afternoon to keep the scout’s appointment. The large room of the hotel in Springfield is perhaps the central point of attraction in the city. It fronted on the street, and served in several capacities. It was a sort of exchange for those who had nothing better to do than to go there. It was reception-room, parlor, and office; but its distinguished and most fascinating characteristic was the bar, which occupied one entire end of the apartment. Technically, the “bar” is the counter upon which the polite official places his viands. Practically, the bar is represented in the long rows of bottles, and cut-glass decanters, and the glasses and goblets of all shapes and sizes suited to the various liquors to be imbibed. What a charming and artistic display it was of elongated transparent vessels containing every known drinkable fluid, from native Bourbon to imported Lacryma Christi!


  The room, in its way, was a temple of art. All sorts of pictures budded and blossomed and blushed from the walls. Six penny portraits of the Presidents encoffined in pine-wood frames; Mazeppa appeared in the four phases of his celebrated one-horse act; while a lithograph of “Mary Ann” smiled and simpered in spite of the stains of tobacco-juice which had been unsparingly bestowed upon her originally encarmined countenance. But the hanging committee of this undersigned academy seemed to have been prejudiced—as all hanging committees of good taste might well be—in favor of Harper’s Weekly; for the walls of the room were covered with wood-cuts cut from that journal. Portraits of noted generals and statesmen, knaves and politicians, with bounteous illustrations of battles and skirmishes, from Bull Run number one to Dinwiddie Court House. And the simple-hearted comers and goers of Springfield looked upon, wondered, and admired these pictorial descriptions fully as much as if they had been the masterpieces of an Yvon or Vernet.


  A billiard-table, old and out of use, where caroms seemed to have been made quite as often with lead as ivory balls, stood in the center of the room. A dozen chairs filled up the complement of the furniture. The appearance of the party of men assembled there, who sat with their slovenly shod feet dangling over the arms of the chairs or hung about the porch outside, was in perfect harmony with the time and place. All of them religiously obeyed the two before-mentioned characteristics of the people of the city—their hair was long and tangled, and each man fulfilled the most exalted requirement of laziness.


  I was taking a mental inventory of all this when a cry and murmur drew my attention to the outside of the house, when I saw Wild Bill riding up the street at a swift gallop. Arrived opposite the hotel, he swung his right arm around with a circular motion. Black Nell instantly stopped and dropped to the ground as if a cannonball had knocked life out of her. Bill left her there, stretched upon the ground, and joined the group of observers on the porch.


  “Black Nell hasn’t forgot her old tricks,” said one of them.

  “No,” answered the scout. “God bless her! she is wiser and truer than most men I know on [sic]. That mare will do anything for me. Won’t you, Nelly?”


  The mare winked affirmatively the only eye we could see.

  “Wise!” continued her master. “Why, she knows more than a judge. I’ll bet the drinks for the party that she’ll walk up these steps and into the room and climb up on the billiard-table and lie down.”


  The bet was taken at once, not because anyone doubted the capabilities of the mare, but there was excitement in the thing without exercise.



  Bill whistled in a low tone. Nell instantly scrambled to her feet, walked toward him, put her nose affectionately under his arm, followed him into the room, and to my extreme wonderment climbed upon the billiard-table, to the extreme astonishment of the table no doubt, for it groaned under the weight of the four-legged animal and several of those who were simply bifurcated [i.e., two-legged], and whom Nell permitted to sit upon her. When she got down from the table, which was as graceful a performance as might be expected under the circumstances, Bill sprang upon her back, dashed through the high wide doorway, and at a single bound cleared the flight of steps and landed in the middle of
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