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F

or over 150 years, the image of western bad men has thrilled readers and filled movie screens. Who hasn’t heard of Jesse James, the Dalton Brothers, Black Bart, or Belle Starr? They are as much a part of American folklore as George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and Theodore Roosevelt.

Something about the west brought out the best and the worst in humankind. The funny thing is, a cult following has developed around many of these bandits, making them out to be something they never were. 

The legend that grew up around Joaquin Murrieta was that he was just a regular guy who moved from Mexico to California and tried to strike it rich during the gold rush. Instead, he discovered a big sign that read, “No Mexicans Allowed.” His supporters say he was forced into a life of outlawry because of the Foreign Claim Tax. And then, to support that claim, a whole legend has been built up about how he stole from the rich and shared his wealth with poor Mexican families. The only problem is the facts don’t support that interpretation. Murrieta and his gang of outlaws specialized in robbing poor Chinese immigrants. The only people they shared with were themselves.

People told the same stories about Jesse James. Legend has it Jesse only stole from wealthy bankers and railroad men. He could disappear into thin air after pulling a bank job or train robbery because he shared the booty with poor Missouri families. But, as with Murrieta, that probably never happened. Jesse James was a thief. He robbed stagecoaches, banks, trains, and you-name-it. And, as far as just robbing the rich, not so. During most of their train and stage robberies, the James-Younger Gang collected money and jewelry from passengers, as well as the booty from the express car.

Bob Ford is another interesting character. He was a gunfighter, a robber wannabe, who, along with his brother, Charlie, got into Jesse James’s good graces, then shot him in the back. Ironically, he met the same fate in a Colorado dancehall several years later.

My personal favorite is Black Bart, the gentlemen robber of the west. Bart only robbed Wells Fargo stagecoaches and always asked the drivers to “Please throw down the box.” Of course, he backed his request up with a double-barreled shotgun. Bart singlehandedly pulled twenty-eight stagecoach robberies over eight years without firing a shot. When he was caught, he served his time and disappeared completely off the radar.

And last but not least, there’s Belle Starr, one of the most badass female robbers on record. Belle called her pistols her “babies” and ruled an outlaw kingdom based out of her home in Indian Territory. She lived by the gun, and she died by the gun.

As I look back on my childhood days, reading through the books of Max Brand and Zane Grey, and paging through a bazillion and one western magazines—Real West, True West, Frontier Times, Westerner, and more, and watching God knows how many westerns—Gun Smoke, Bonanza, and the Wild, Wild West—the outlaw life was almost always portrayed as a glamorous life, filled with loose women, blazing guns, and saddlebags overflowing with gold, silver, and greenbacks.

What a life!

The only thing is all the movies, books, and TV shows painted a distorted portrait of life in the old west. For example, James Dodsworth lived the outlaw life for six weeks while riding as a spy with the Doolin-Dalton Gang. He said the gang was constantly on the move. They rarely spent more than one night in any one place. Dalton and Doolin worried they’d end up like Jesse James—shot in the back.

The gang always posted at least one man on watch duty at night. The rest of the gang slept with Winchesters by their sides and pistols under their heads. Then, everyone was ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.

And, as for those saddlebags overflowing with riches, more often than not, they were like a Charlie Brown Halloween special—filled with rocks rather than gold.

Sometimes the gang would cut off the wrong car during a train robbery and ride away empty-handed. Sometimes a posse would chase them off a little too soon before they could grab their booty. Other times, it was slim pickings, and there was nothing to take.

The first train job the Dalton Gang pulled went totally awry. The expressman got away before they could convince him to open the safe, and in their haste to rob the Atlantic Express, the boys forgot to bring dynamite. Black Jack Ketchum and his gang made off with $100,000 in unsigned banknotes that were not readily cashed. Pearl Hart’s fame rests on a single stagecoach robbery that netted her under $500 and several years in the caboose after her arrest.

The sad truth is most outlaws led a short life that ended either at the end of a rope or with a bullet in the brain. Only a lucky few survived into the new century—Frank James, Cole Younger, and Emmett Dalton, to name a few.

(Authors Note: Seven of these stories first appeared in my previous book, History Bytes: 37 People, Places, and Events That Shaped American History. Some have been rewritten for this book, others shamelessly copied. The rest of the stories are new to this volume. I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them.)
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M

ost of what we know about Joaquin Murrieta is pure horse hockey. A California journalist, John Rollin Ridge (Yellow Bird), created the legend most people know as Joaquin Murrieta in his 1854 book, The Life and Adventures of Joaquin Murieta. 

Ridge’s book makes it appear that Murrieta was a modern-day Robin Hood forced into outlawry by racist whites. It says he turned to stealing horses, robbery, and murder—robbing the rich, and distributing his plunder among poor Mexican families.

The only problem is there’s no evidence to support this. The Semi-Weekly Messenger wrote Murrieta was “as merciless as a hyena. He tied men to trees and left them to perish in the unfrequented forests; he raided towns and spared neither age nor sex; he raided Chinese mining camps and, on one occasion, cut the throats of eleven Chinamen in a camp near Sutler’s Creek.”

We know very little about Joaquin Murrieta other than he came to California, from old Sonora, Mexico, sometime in 1850 to try his luck in the goldfields. It is likely his wife, Rosa, several of her brothers, and his brother Carlos came with him.

The clan staked a claim near Hangtown. It is speculated they lost their property due to the Foreign Claim Tax (a penalty imposed on non-white miners to keep them out of California). In 1851, Joaquin Murrieta joined his brother-in-law, Claudio Feliz’s gang. That was his introduction to outlawry. No matter how you slice it, these guys were no angels. They robbed and murdered lone travelers. Claudio’s band terrorized the minefields for two years until they were recognized as they tried to rob the John Kottinger Rancho near Pleasanton. Shortly after that, they changed their MO and robbed a native Californian rather than their usual prey of Chinese immigrants. Vigilantes tracked the gang down, and Claudio was killed fighting off his pursuers.

Joaquin Murrieta assumed leadership of the band after the death of Claudio Feliz. Manuel Garcia, better known as Three Finger Jack, served as his headman. Together they began a six-month reign of terror in Calaveras County, beginning in 1853.

Governor John Bigler organized the California Rangers on May 11, 1853. They were an elite group led by former Texas Ranger Harry Love and charged with taking down Murrieta’s band, known as The Five Joaquin’s. The group consisted of Joaquin Murrieta, Joaquin Botellier, Joaquin Carillo, Joaquin Ocomorenia, Joaquin Valenzuela, and Three Finger Jack.

“Three Finger Jack was a monster of vice and maniacal cruelty.” The Yale Expositor said, “He seemed to take a special delight in murdering Chinese. On one occasion, he rounded up six Chinamen on the road, tied their ques together, and cut their throats one at a time—laughing at the terrified yells of the living as the dying men struggled in their blood.”

During their short career, the Five Joaquins rustled 100 horses, stole over $100,000 in gold, and killed between 19 and 22 men (most of them Chinese). 

Their operations centered around the San Joaquin Valley. It became a common occurrence for them to rob the stage around Bakersfield. No road was safe. “The solitary horseman rounding a clump of chaparral was quite likely to hear the sing of a Riata through the air and feel the rope settling around his shoulders with a jerk that dragged him from the saddle. The Riata and the Bowie knife were the main weapons of Murrieta’s men. “Many of Murrieta’s victims were dragged from the saddle and had their throats slit.”

Harry Love, and the California Rangers, received a break in July of 1853 when they captured Jesus Feliz, a brother of Claudio Feliz. He ratted Murrieta out and gave the Rangers the location of his hideout.

Love’s posse came across Murrieta’s band near Cantua Creek on the morning of July 25, 1853. While scouring the countryside for the band, they came upon a party of Mexicans eating breakfast. Love asked what they were doing, and the Mexicans said they were on their way to Los Angeles.

The posse would likely have ridden on, but as one of the rangers who knew Murrieta by sight rode up, the Mexicans made a run for it. Three Finger Jack was shot and killed immediately, along with several other gang members. Joaquin jumped on a horse and fled for his life. He was shot in the wrist and fell off his horse. Murrieta dropped his gun and threw up his hands. The posse disregarded his attempt to surrender and filled Murrieta with lead.

After the posse killed Murrieta, Love had them chop off his head and Three Finger Jack’s signature hand. Then, they preserved them in jars of whiskey and brought them back to Governor Bigler as proof they had earned their reward of $1,000. State legislators were so happy to end the band’s reign of terror; they awarded the posse an additional $5,000 bonus the following year.

After they collected their reward, Harry Love and the California Rangers displayed the jar containing Murrieta’s head around the Mariposa mining camps for $1.00 a peek. Murrieta’s head eventually made its way to the back bar at the Golden Nugget Saloon and was later destroyed in the San Francisco earthquake in 1906.
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T

he Texas cowboy turned outlaw, Sam Bass, had a short-lived career robbing stagecoaches and trains. After his capture by the Texas Rangers, Bass told them, “I am shot all to pieces.”

Bass left his home in Denton County, Texas, in the spring of 1877 and headed toward San Antonio in search of adventure. Not long after he arrived there, he worked on a cattle crew run by Joel Collins. They spent six months driving a herd to Deadwood, Dakota Territory. After they sold the herd, Collins paid off the crew, but instead of returning to San Antonio to pay off his investors, Collins went on a drunken bender and gambled away all the money.

Collins decided it was time for a change when he realized what he’d done. So, he gathered Bass and other members of the cattle crew and began robbing stagecoaches throughout the Black Hills. They robbed seven stagecoaches but got very little money for their effort.

Sam Bass, Joel Collins, Jack Davis, Jim Berry, Bill Heffridge, and John Underwood picked up stakes and drifted to Ogallala, Nebraska, that fall. 

The gang conducted its first train robbery on September 20, 1877. 

A few minutes before the train’s arrival, two masked men entered the office of John Barnhart, station agent at Big Springs, Nebraska. The robbers ordered him to destroy his telegraph equipment or take a bullet in the brain. Barnhart complied with their request.

As the train approached the station, Bass ordered the agent to hang out the “red light,” a signal to the train that they needed to stop for a mail pickup. 

The robbers dragged Barnhart to the express car and made him knock at the door. The St. Louis Globe-Democrat reported, “Miller, the express messenger, having no suspicion that any other person except Barnhardt was outside, opened the door a little way. When three of the robbers caught the door and, throwing it wide open, presented their revolvers at the messenger.” Three robbers jumped into the car with guns drawn and began rooting through the contents. The take was $60,000 in freshly minted gold coins from the San Francisco Mint. There was another large safe, but they let it alone because Miller convinced the robbers he didn’t know the combination.

After they had robbed the express car, the outlaws held up the passengers and got another $1500 in cash and two gold watches. 

Before they could finish, the robbers heard the whistle from an approaching train. At the sound of it, they made their getaway. 

Early the next day, two posses were hot on their trail. Sheriff McCarty of Sidney led one. Sheriff Bedley of North Platte led the other. About ten miles east of Big Springs, they discovered a rifle, a pistol, and a coin box, but the trail vanished as quickly as it appeared. 

The robbery made front-page news all over the country. Passenger Andrew Riley enjoyed his fifteen minutes of fame after nearly being shot down by Bass’s gang. Unaware a robbery was taking place, Riley stepped onto the platform. When he didn’t stop at the first command issued by the bandits, they fired at him. One of the bullets grazed his forehead. Fortunately for Riley, he escaped with his life but lost $27 and his gold watch. The New York Times speculated the robbery must have been conducted by the James Boys or John Jarrett, noted outlaws known to be in the area at the time.

After the robbery, the outlaws met under a tree outside Big Springs to divide their loot, then split off into pairs to make their getaway. Each man rode away with $10,000 in gold and his share of the booty they took from the passengers.

Sam Bass and Jack Davis disguised themselves as farmers and made their getaway in a wagon. Davis escaped to South America. Sam Bass returned to his home turf in Denton County, Texas. 

Shortly after pulling the train robbery, Joel Collins and Bill Heffridge rode into Buffalo Station, Kansas. The two men aroused the station agent’s suspicions, and he ran to notify a company of ten soldiers camped outside of town. The soldiers quickly caught up with the robbers and ordered them to stop. The outlaws paused as they decided what to do, then pulled their guns, and began to fire on the soldiers. Outgunned, five to one, they were killed. The soldiers discovered the two men’s share of the booty, $20,000 in gold coins, tied up in the legs of a pair of overalls.

Jim Berry made it home to Mexico, Missouri, but came under suspicion when he deposited a large sum of gold coins in the local bank. The sheriff rounded up a posse and tracked Berry to the woods behind his home. Berry was shot in the leg and died several days later from gangrene poisoning. Most of his $10,000 take was recovered. His partner in crime, “Old Dad,” escaped with his share of the money and was never heard from again. 

In early 1878, Sam Bass found himself short of cash and formed a new gang. Their first job was the Houston and Texas Railway at Allen Station on February 22, 1878.

After that, they robbed the station at Eagle Ford on March 18. The Dallas Herald Weekly told readers, “four masked men armed with Winchester rifles and navy sixes” approached the train depot. 

One outlaw kept station agent J. Hixcox undercover. The other three marched the engineer and fireman to the express car.

When the messenger refused to open the door, one of the robbers grabbed a stick and beat on the door. The frightened express man let the robbers in and opened the safe. The robbers rifled it, then snatched all the registered mail from the bags.

After they finished, the outlaws backed away with their pistols drawn to cover their getaway. Texas Express agent Mr. Hargis estimated their take at fifty dollars. The mail agent said they likely got very little money from the registered mail. He wasn’t aware of too much cash in the packages that day. 

The station agent at Eagle Ford described the outlaw leader (Sam Bass). “He was a small man, rather wiry in his movements, with dark close-cut hair. He had the air of a border dandy.”

The gang’s next robbery was the express train at Mesquite on April 10, 1878. They rode up to the station and captured agent Jake Zurn. When the train chugged into the station at about 11 p.m., they grabbed engineer J. Barron and took him prisoner. Things went bad fast. Several members of the train crew opened fire on the outlaws. If that wasn’t bad enough, a convict trained pulled up alongside the train Bass was robbing. When the guards discovered the train robbery, they opened fire on the outlaws. Unfortunately, the guards soon ran low on bullets and stopped firing because they feared their prisoners would attempt to overpower them if they sensed an opportunity to escape.

As the fighting slowed, the gang doused the express car with coal oil and threatened to fire it unless the expressmen opened the door. They threw the door open. The robbers grabbed what they could but made off with less than $200. The expressmen had hidden the bulk of the valuables during the fight.

The take from all three robberies was estimated to be slightly less than $3,000.

Less than a month later, the gang was looking for a big score to give them enough money to make a new start in Mexico. At about the same time, the Texas Rangers hatched a plan to catch Sam Bass. They approached Jim Murphy, a former associate of Bass, and offered him a “get out of jail free” card to help them capture Bass. Major John B. Jones had Murphy released on bail, then spread a story that he jumped bond. That allowed Murphy to rejoin the Bass gang.

Early in June, Bass heard rumors Murphy was a spy. The gang threatened to kill him. As soon as he realized his life was on the line, Jim Murphy laid his cards on the table. He said he agreed to rat Bass out to the Texas Rangers, but only to get out of the joint. He never meant to go through with the plan. The robbers let him live but kept a close watch on him after that—just in case.

On June 15, the gang left Denton County and headed for Austin, Texas. The first night out, they stopped in Rockwall and cased the banks. It looked like slim pickings there, so they moved on. 

Leaving Rockwall, they traveled along the route of the Central Railway to Ennis Station. Murphy and Bass rode into town, grabbed dinner at the hotel, and spent scouted the bank. Finally, they decided it was too dangerous.

The gang’s next stop was Waco. Jackson and Murphy rode into town to check out the banks. Jackson thought the State Savings Bank appeared to be an easy mark, but Murphy argued it was too dangerous. Later that night, Bass and Murphy rode back into Waco and grabbed a drink at the Ranch Saloon while they cased the bank. After giving it some thought, Bass decided it wasn’t worth the risk.

The gang headed off to Benton the following day. Murphy got a note off to the Texas Rangers. He told Major Jones to set a trap at Round Rock. That night the gang set up camp two miles outside Round Rock on the International and Great Northern Railway.

They decided to rob the bank at Round Rock the next morning. The plan was for Bass and Barnes to go into the bank. First, Barnes would ask the cashier to change a bill. As he did that, Bass would put a pistol to the cashier’s head and order him to throw up his hands. Then, Barnes would jump the counter and scoop the money into his saddlebags. Jackson and Murphy would guard the door to prevent people from coming in. 

On June 19, Bass, Jackson, and Barnes rode into town to case the bank. Murphy went to May’s store to get a bushel of corn for the horses.

The gang crossed the street and headed towards Koppel’s store. Henry Koppel, the proprietor, was sitting outside the store as the gang walked in. Inside, the clerk, Jude, showed Bass several different brands of chew.

What should have been a peaceful exploratory trip turned into the massacre on Main Street. As they walked towards the store, the boys caught the eye of Deputy Sheriff Grimes. Grimes thought he saw a gun under Bass’s coat, and carrying guns was against the law in Round Rock.

Grimes followed the gang into the store and told Bass, “I believe you have a pistol.”

“Yes, of course, I have a pistol,” replied Bass as he grabbed his gun and shot the deputy. Grimes staggered out the door and fell dead in the street. 

That started a chain reaction that led to the undoing of Sam Bass.

Ranger Dick Ware raced out of the barbershop when the gunfire broke out. He found himself face-to-face with three of the outlaws. A stream of bullets plowed into the hitching post just inches from his face. The Ranger dropped to the ground and pulled his pistols.

Major Jones was in the telegraph office. At the sound of gunfire, he bounded into the street wielding a Colt double-action revolver and began to fire. Several townspeople had armed themselves and joined the fray by that time.

Things were getting too hot for the outlaws.

Barnes took a bullet and died on the spot. Bass was shot several times and struggled to get on his horse. Jackson jumped off his horse and held the Rangers at bay while he helped Bass climb onto his horse.

Sergeant Nevill and the Rangers discovered Bass the next morning. Texas Ranger John Gillett said, “We came upon a man lying under a large oak tree. Seeing we were armed as we advanced upon him, he called out to us not to shoot, saying he was Sam Bass.”

Bass had taken two bullets—one in his right hand. The other was “pronounced fatal,” said a story in the Public Ledger, published on July 26, 1878. The bullet “entered to the left of the spine, the ball tearing through the vitals and coming out the front aspect of the abdomen.”

Bass died three days later from his wounds, but before dying, he told the Texas Rangers, “I am Sam Bass; I am shot all to hell, and it’s no use to deny it.”

He was 27 years old.
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J

esse and Frank James are perhaps the best-known bandits of the old west. During the Civil War, they fought with Confederate raiders William Quantrill and “Bloody Bill” Anderson. In October 1864, Frank traveled to Kentucky with Quantrill, while Jesse traveled to Texas with Archie Clement. 

After the war, they returned to what remained of their home in Clay County, Missouri, and became outlaws shortly after that.

The James-Younger Gang committed their first bank robbery at Liberty, Missouri, on February 13, 1866. “A dozen desperadoes armed to the teeth and superbly mounted swooped down on the city.” They overpowered the cashiers at the Clay County Savings Bank and forced them to stash over $72,000 into their saddlebags. While it’s unlikely Jesse was involved in this robbery (he was still recovering from a severe chest wound he received at the war's end), Frank James, Cole Younger, and Archie Clement are said to have participated. 

Just after noon on December 7, 1869, Frank and Jesse James robbed the Daviess County Savings Association in Gallatin, Missouri. Two horsemen rode up to the door of the Daviess County Savings Bank. One of them jumped off his horse and went into the bank. He ordered the cashier, John W. Sheets, to put all the money in a bag. The robber put a bullet in Sheet’s brain and another in his heart. One of the riders slipped off his horse during their escape, got his foot caught in his stirrup, and was dragged for nearly fifty feet. The other rider came back to help him amidst a flurry of gunfire. The two men made good their escape with about $700.

Speculation had it Jesse mistook Sheets for Samuel Cox, the leader of the troops who killed “Bloody Bill” Anderson towards the end of the civil war. But it’s more likely he got caught up in the heat of the moment and shot Sheets dead just because he could.

Six men rode up to the Ocobock Brothers Bank in Corydon, Iowa, on June 13, 1871. Three men entered the bank. Three men stood watch outside. The robbers inside the bank bound cashier Ted Wock, hand and foot and made off with nearly $9,000 in cash, gold, and stamps. As they rode out of town, the boys paused at a political rally where Henry Clay Dean was speaking. The bandits took a few moments to brag about the robbery and rode off, leaving the townspeople bewildered.

The Pinkerton Detective Agency said the James Gang switched tactics after the Corydon bank robbery and started robbing stagecoaches. They made a good job of it—working southern Missouri and Arkansas, particularly around Hot Springs.

The James Gang pulled their first train robbery at Adair, Iowa, on July 21, 1873. Nine men, including Jesse and Frank James, Cole, Jim, Bob, John Younger, Clell Miller, Bill Chadwell, and Charlie Pitts, derailed a section of track outside the Adair Depot just after 8:30 p.m. The gang expected the train to stop. But, instead, the engine and two baggage cars were thrown from the track when engineer John Rafferty slammed on the air brakes. Rafferty was crushed and killed by the engine. Fireman Dennis Foley was seriously injured. 

Four robbers entered the express car and ordered the agent, John Burgess, to open the safe. The gang was disappointed when they discovered the safe contained only $2,000, so they robbed the passengers. While the men inside the passenger cars collected cash and jewelry from the passengers, the men outside fired their guns into the air to scare them.

As soon as they finished robbing the passengers, the robbers jumped on their horses and made a clean getaway.

The James Gang’s next target was the Iron Mountain Railroad at Gad’s Hill, Missouri. The Salt Lake Herald said the boys “took possession of the station, switched a train on the side track, and at their leisure...stripped the passengers of their surplus wealth and robbed the express car of $11,500.” 

The gang signaled the train to stop and started a small brush fire to ensure they would catch the train crew’s attention. Five masked, heavily armed robbers hopped on the train as it slowed down. Engineer William Wetton and Conductor C. A. Alford were taken prisoner, along with the rest of the crew. One man rode amongst the cars firing his guns into the air to keep the passengers inside cowed. After they broke into the safe, the robbers took what they could from the passengers.

Jesse James handed engineer William Wetton a note for the
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