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  INTRODUCTION


  KATE ELDER WAS A WORKING GIRL. THROUGHOUT MOST OF HER YOUNG life, she was employed as a soiled dove—a woman of ill fame, a sporting gal, a prostitute. She wasn’t alone in that profession; hundreds of women entered the trade in the 1800s. Some felt they had no other option but to become a lady of the evening, and others joined the industry of the fallen, believing they could make a fortune capitalizing on the vices of intrepid cowboys and pioneers.


  It was Kate’s relationship with John Henry (Doc) Holliday that brought her notoriety and lifted her out of the role as mere courtesan to that of common-law wife to the well-known gambler, gunfighter, and dentist.


  Kate’s story of her life on the frontier as a soiled dove and her time with one of the West’s most recognizable characters has value. She was in her eighties when she dared to recall all that had transpired since leaving Hungary where she was born to the events leading up to the historic gunfight at the O.K. Corral. There are those who insist that because of her age her recollections are faulty and that little of anything she said occurred the way she reported it. I maintain it would be wrong not to share all the eighty-four-year-old Kate had to tell about an adventurous time in history merely because she was an octogenarian. Some of us at fifty-seven can’t remember what day it is even though we’ve checked the calendar upwards of twenty times since starting work. Yet I can vividly recall that during seventh grade music class Pam Green loudly pointed out that I was growing a mustache. (It’s important to note here that I’m a woman, so this was extremely detrimental to my self-esteem at the time.)


  According to Kate is a biography about the life and times of Kate Elder. She would have written the book herself if a publisher had been willing to pay her handsomely for her tale. Kate believed her story was worth a great deal. No one besides Kate saw it that way. Throughout the book I’ve used all the information contained in Kate’s journals, personal letters, and interviews to tell of her life from her childhood in Hungary to her waning years at a retirement home in Arizona. Where some of her details were ambiguous, I used newspapers and historical documents to corroborate her story.


  This book is entitled According to Kate because it’s exactly what Kate said happened. I didn’t debate her recollections of events in the text because it would have interrupted the flow of her thoughts and taken readers out of the moment. Occasionally, I added an endnote to clarify what she meant or to shed light on the circumstances, but I didn’t dis-mantle her telling of what she saw or heard. That subject has been covered by many writers before this book was compiled and no doubt will be the subject of many articles to come.


  Kate wrote that she loved Doc. She wanted a life with him. According to Kate, the couple seemed to be on their way to settling down in Las Vegas, New Mexico, when the Earps arrived and disrupted the plans. Kate was annoyed by the intrusion and Wyatt Earp’s attempts to persuade Doc to leave Las Vegas and travel with them to Arizona. Understandably, most women would be irritated if influential friends tried to coax their significant other away from their home and the life the pair had created. Wyatt viewed Kate’s desire to keep Doc with her in New Mexico as controlling. He was critical of her need to know Doc’s plans and saddled her with a name she would never be able to shake. Because of this, Kate held a grudge against Wyatt the rest of her life.


  I spent more than two years researching Kate Elder’s story. In my attempt to find everything Kate had ever written, I sifted through numerous archives from St. Louis, Missouri, to Bisbee, Arizona, corresponded with her distant relatives, and pored over the letters and journals of people Kate knew from her childhood home in Davenport, Iowa, to Dos Cabezas, Arizona. Award-winning journalist Scott Dyke provided me with the lion’s share of Kate Elder’s personal writings. The collection included photographs Kate owned and interviews Kate did with Dr. A. W. Bork as well as all the research Dr. Bork did with controversial author Glenn Boyer. Any thought I had that the bulk of the material in the collection hadn’t been seen before was quickly dispelled once I began going through it. There were aspects of Kate’s life within the collection that had not been made public, but most of what I was given had been shared with other writers. Still, I’m grateful to have been exposed to the artifacts of such an independent and driven woman.


  Kate Elder was strong willed. She made as much money as possible as fast as she could, spent it just as quickly, and outlasted most sporting gals of that time. She was known by several names throughout her life. Kate Elder, Kate Fisher, Big-Nose Kate, Mrs. J. H. Holliday, and Mary K. Cummings were a few of the most common titles. According to Kate, “I’ve been called many things. Some not so kind. I only ever cared what those I loved called me.” Not a bad attitude to have as a harlot and critic of Old West royalty. No doubt that’s how she survived as long as she did.


  

   
  CHAPTER ONE


  The Girl from Hungary


  KATE ELDER SAT ON THE BALCONY OF THE DODGE HOUSE HOTEL IN Dodge City, Kansas, cradling a rifle in her lap. It was a warm night in mid-June 1878. She was wearing a white cotton and lace slip dress that accentuated her curves and did little to cover her other assets. The sound of an inexperienced accordion player squeezing out a tune mixed with the laughter from the patrons in the billiard hall next door filled the night air.1


  Kate studied a pair of drunken soldiers as they exited the billiard hall, climbed aboard their waiting horses, and rode off in the direction of Fort Dodge, the military post five miles east of town. Once the soldiers were out of sight, she relaxed the hold she had on the gun and rubbed her tired eyes. Kate had too much character in her face to be outright pretty, but she attracted men like flies. At that moment, the only man’s affections she cared to attract were John Henry Holliday’s, a Georgia dentist and gambler prone to settle disagreements in a violent manner.2


  An unfortunate incident with the law had made it necessary for Kate and Doc to leave Fort Griffin, Texas, in a hurry and seek refuge in Dodge City. Their abrupt exit from the southwestern cavalry fort had Kate worried the authorities would be searching for them and, when they were found, Doc would be made to return to answer for his wrongdoings. Kate wasn’t going to let that happen.3


  Since arriving in Dodge City in late May 1878, Kate had reacquainted herself with the cow town where she’d lived and worked in 1875.4 Dodge City was a wild burg that straddled the Santa Fe rails. Cowpunchers found it to be the best place to end a drive. The saloons were endless andalways open. Gamblers found numerous individuals to challenge, sporting women swarmed like bees, and bad men frequently sharpened their aim on citizens. The men behind the badges in Dodge City were well-known western figures. Wyatt Earp, Bat Masterson, and Bill Tilghman all took a turn at maintaining law and order in the trigger-happy town.5 How Kate Elder, from Pest, Hungary, came to be a fixture in a wide-open town primed with free-flowing money from the cattle trade and inundated by hordes of gunmen, outlaws, rustlers, and ladies of easy virtue was a question Kate pondered on a regular basis.6
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  The Dodge House Hotel and Billiard Hall, Dodge City, Kansas, 1874
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  She shifted the gun in her lap and stared out at the massive night sky and the stars that riddled the great expanse, contemplating a similar sky that hung over the steamer that brought her parents, brothers and sisters, and her from Bremen, Germany, to America when she was ten years old.7 Kate remembered her life before, when she was filled with hope and the promise of prosperity and success.
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  This tintype is believed to be an early image of Mary Katharine Horony, aka Kate Elder. CHRIS ENSS
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  John Henry Holliday when he graduated from dental school in March 1872 CHRIS ENSS


  One of seven children, Kate Elder was born Maria Izabella Magdolna on November 7, 1850, in Hungary.* Her father, Mihaly (Michael) Horony, was a German physician.** Her mother, Katalin (Katharina) Baldizar, was a homemaker.*** Michael was able to provide well for his family. He had close ties to Prince Ferdinand Maximilian, younger brother of Austrian emperor Francis Joseph I. Maximilian was named ruler of Mexico by Napoleon III (of France). If not for the revolution that overcame the country, Doctor Horony, undoubtedly serving as Maximilian’s personal physician, and his family would have enjoyed a life of plenty in Mexico.8


  In early 1860 political unrest prompted Doctor Horony to flee Hungary with his wife and children. They boarded a steamer out of Bremen, Germany.9 The port was a major point of embarkation for emigrants during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.* Millions of inhabitants from Austria, Hungary, and other Central European nations were seeking opportunities or refuge in the New World.10
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  According to historians at the Sharlot Hall Museum Library and Archives, this picture is of Mary Katharine Horony (seated) next to her sister Wilhelmina.


  COURTESY OF SHARLOT HALL MUSEUM LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES C-130 ITEM 5 FOLDER 2 BOX 7


  [image: chpt_fig_005]


  Views of the city in Hungary where Kate Elder was born in 1850 CHRIS ENSS




  The Horonys settled in Davenport, Iowa, in November 1862 and resided in a modest home on the corner of Western Avenue and Second Street. Doctor Horony resumed his medical practice, tending to the residents in town as well as those men who came to the area to enlist in the army. The doctor’s son, Victor, joined the military in 1862. Just before the Civil War began, Davenport was declared to be Iowa’s first military headquarters.11


  Kate and her younger brothers and sisters attended local schools. Many people who lived in Davenport were from Germany and Hungary. The Horony children had no trouble settling in with other students who spoke the same language and were speaking English. For a time, it seemed life in America for the Horonys was good. On November 28, 1863, Mary’s oldest sister Emelia married attorney Francis Gustav Susemihl. The family attended the wedding and celebrated the good fortune of the eldest female Horony child.12


  In March 1865 Katharina Baldizar Horony passed away after suffering with typhoid fever. Michael Horony died the following month on April 28 from an unknown ailment. “Dr. Horony, a well-known German physician in this city, died very suddenly yesterday at his residence,” the April 29, 1865, edition of Davenport Daily Gazette reported. “He was out in his garden attending some plants and all at once, feeling unwell, went into his home, sat down and expired in a very short time.”13


  Michael and Katharina’s five minor children went to live with Emelia and Gustav until the will could be read and the Horonys’ wishes put into effect. All of Michael and Katharina’s belongings, including livestock and household items, were sold at auction and the funds put into an account to be used for the care of Alexander, Louis, Rosalia, Mary, and Wilhelmina. On July 17, 1865, family friend Otto Smith was named administrator of Michael Horony’s estate. He assumed responsibility for the five minor children and shortly thereafter Emelia and Gustav left the stateto travel to Europe. According to the administration papers included in the Horony will and probate records, Otto submitted receipts for “clothing, boarding, and lodging” for Alexander, Louis, and Rosalia only.14 Kate notes in her memoir that she and Wilhelmina were sent to the Ursuline Convent and Boarding School in St. Louis in early 1866.15
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  The recreation grounds of the Ursuline Academy in St. Louis. According to Kate, she and her sister Wilhelmina attended the school there. CHRIS ENSS


 

  


  The Ursuline Convent and Boarding School was established in 1848. The Sisters who came to labor at the facility were from Austria, Germany, and Hungary. Located on the Mississippi River, St. Louis was ideally situated to become the main base of interregional trade. It was the destination for massive immigration by Irish and Germans. Mary and Wilhelmina were not accustomed to the constant activity St. Louis enjoyed. Mary was fascinated with the number of people around day and night. She was attracted to the music wafting out of the saloons and mesmerized by the happy patrons wandering in and out of the establishments. It was a lifestyle from which she had been sheltered, but one she wanted to know better.16


  The Ursuline Convent where Mary claimed she and Wilhelmina lived and attended school was located on Illinois Avenue at the corner of Seventh Street. The world within the school and boarding house was considerably more sedate than what Mary had witnessed en route to the facility. The Sisters were kind but protective. A cholera epidemic making its way through the city prompted the Sisters to keep the students quarantined for fear the infection would spread. Sixteen-year-old Mary didn’t accept such confinement easily. Historical records at the Ursuline Convent from the 1866 to 1868 time period show that a handful of girls regularly snuck out of their dorms in the evening and were seen at various theaters and public houses. No specific names were recorded, but it wouldn’t be difficult to imagine Mary being one of those rebellious young women.17


  The school year at the Ursuline Convent ran from September to May. During the summer months, the students would return to their homes. Wilhelmina and Mary returned to Davenport to be with their younger siblings. Mary didn’t care much for life in Iowa without her parents. She hoped to be able to endure the back and forth from Otto Smith’s home to St. Louis until she was old enough to graduate, but at some point decided the situation was impossible and ran away.18


 

  Mary Horony made her way to the docks along the Mississippi River. A handful of steamships transporting passengers and freight was anchored along the riverfront. At the location ten years prior, a steamboat captain had deliberately crashed his vessel into a bridge built for the railroad. The structure was the first railroad bridge across the Mississippi, and it threatened the livelihood of steamboat owners and operators. If manufacturers and farmers used the railroad to carry their products out of Iowa, the steamers would be out of work. John Hurd, captain and owner of the steamboat that crashed into the bridge, filed a lawsuit against the Rock Island Railroad Company and demanded the bridge not be rebuilt. Abraham Lincoln was Hurd’s lawyer. The Supreme Court ruled against Lincoln and his client and ordered that the bridge be reconstructed.19


  The steamship business was in a slump for a time but had fully rebounded by the summer of 1867. An eleven-foot ribbon map of the Mississippi River printed in 1866 had brought new trade to the steamship lines. The river was a bulk freight route too. The riverbanks were full of landmarks and tributaries people traveling north and south wanted to see. They also wanted to see the popular towns and cities along the way. St. Louis was one of those cities.20 When Mary stowed away on one of those steamships, she hoped the vessel would dock at the bustling spot in Missouri.21


  Stowaways are supposed to keep themselves hidden from the steamship crew, but Mary had a difficult time staying out of sight. Once she was found out, she was taken to the captain of the vessel. Captain Fisher (also
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