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Introduction

There is no recorded history of outlaws in Colorado before the 1850s. Except for a few settlers and native tribes, no towns existed.

Colorado has one of the shorter recorded histories of the western states. Early explorers from Escalante and Domínguez to Fremont all reported this uncharted territory as having “mountains that are not climbable and land that is uninhabitable, except by the savage Indians.” They were referring to the Rocky Mountains, which are higher in elevation in Colorado than anywhere else along the chain. They also found virtually no lakes or streams that held any appreciable amounts of water. As the United States of America expanded, all of the trails leading to the Pacific detoured around Colorado because of the impassable mountains and lack of water. Colorado would not become a territory until 1861, or achieve statehood until 1876.

The future site of the state of Colorado remained largely ignored. The California gold rush in 1849 caused only a tiny ruffle of speculation through Colorado. In 1850, there were so few nonnative inhabitants that the main language spoken was Ute. The southernmost part of present-day Colorado had been sparsely populated in the 1700s under the flag of Mexico, whose government wanted its people to homestead the area. But the desolate land and lack of water discouraged most from settling. The name Colorado is of Spanish derivation and means “the color red”—representing the brilliant crimson hue of the soil.

Except for this small incursion, the native Indians still held forth as the primary population. Other than the predominant Utes, the other larger populations included the Cheyenne, Arapaho, Apache, and Kiowa. From 1833 to 1847 Bent’s Old Fort was the only nonnative outpost along the Colorado section of the Santa Fe Trail, which barely crossed into the southeastern corner of the present state.

The total region of modern Colorado sat mostly quiet and undisturbed, except for the occasional tribal skirmishes. Even the native populations were said to run only in the thousands. Buffalo likely outnumbered people. This land was not only quiet; it was very, very empty.

Then the California gold rush began to play itself out, and miners began to return from the far West to the Rocky Mountains. Gold had been found in a Colorado stream that gushed out of the mountains onto the plains, and a general excitement began to build. By 1857, a small town called Denver was chartered along one bank of Cherry Creek. Across from it, on the other bank, another town called Auraria began. Suddenly, as more gold and silver was found in “them thar hills,” the population swelled. Adventurers poured in from every border. Lack of water and high mountains were no longer the formidable impediments they had once been considered. For riches, almost anything could be overcome. The gold diggers and silver miners who were rushing into this veritable vacuum were called the “’59ers.”

With this influx of fortune seekers, there were others who wanted to profit from their newfound wealth, and not always legitimately. Like parasites, some came to trick, rob, cheat, and steal from the hordes of men (and a few women) who had little bags of gold dust and silver nuggets stashed in their pockets (or in their petticoats). Others stole horses and cattle, money and jewels, and robbed banks, sometimes killing their victims.

Now, Colorado had outlaws.


Jack Slade

Gunslinger

“There was such magic in that name, SLADE!” wrote author Mark Twain in his book Roughing It, an autobiographical account of his visit to the West as a young man.

While traveling toward the Rocky Mountains, Twain had been hearing about a certain man named Jack Slade. He was said to be a gunslinger, a killer who was feared by all. The conductors talked about Slade on the train, and the stories only grew more outrageous after the rails ended and Twain continued on by stagecoach.

Soon, Twain was so mesmerized by these tales that he wanted to hear about nothing else. What a land the West must be to have men like Slade roaming loose across the countryside. Twain’s fertile imagination could only speculate as to what this man must be like.

Nearing Julesburg, in present-day Colorado, the stage passengers were hungry after traveling all night. They looked forward to giving their knotted muscles a rest from the bumpy and uncomfortable ride, and when the stage rattled on to the next station, they poured into the little building. Twain sat down to breakfast at a table with the other passengers. Some Central Overland Company stagecoach officers, who were already there, joined the group. Twain was seated next to the superintendent, who was at the head of the table. He was a gentlemanly and mannerly fellow who was dressed better than the rest.
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As they made introductions around the table, Twain realized the unfathomable: The superintendent was Jack Slade! Twain would later write, “Here, right by my side, was the actual ogre who, in fights and brawls and various ways, had taken the lives of twenty-six human beings, or all men lied about him! I suppose I was the proudest stripling that ever traveled to see strange lands and wonderful people.”

Twain was both awestruck and fear-filled at the same time. He was having trouble matching this man sitting next to him with the one about whom he had heard so much during his travels. Indeed, Jack Slade was a complex character who had killed many men. He was employed by the Central Overland Company in the late 1850s to put an end to horse stealing at the Julesburg Station, but he clearly overstepped his calling on many occasions. Killing men, whether they deserved it or not, became a way of life. His eventual death by lynching would testify to his status as an outlaw. Yet many, like Twain, saw the side of Slade that was considerate and mannerly. His relationship with his wife, Virginia, for instance, was a heartfelt union marked by deep caring and an abiding, gentle love—characteristics that were in sharp contrast to Slade’s ever-developing reputation for violence.

Jack Slade was born on January 22, 1831 (some say it was 1829), just forty miles east of St. Louis, Missouri, in Carlyle, Illinois. This small city was located near other rural towns including Aviston, Germantown, St. Jacob, and Pierron, all of which had been founded by immigrants who were pushing the edge of civilization ever westward. Young Slade would grow up in this atmosphere of adventurers moving west.

Part of the enigma surrounding Jack Slade began in his childhood. He was the fourth of five children born to his parents, Charles Jr. and Mary Slade. Joseph Alfred Slade was his given name, but he was always called “Jack.”

His father had founded the town of Carlyle in 1818, become its postmaster, and by 1832 was elected to the US House of Representatives. Prior to this, he had been a US marshal and a member of the Illinois legislature.

Jack Slade’s parents had power, wealth, and an esteemed reputation. But in 1834, when Jack was just a small child, his father died of cholera, leaving Jack with an unfillable void and no role model to guide his life. His mother married Elias S. Dennis just two years later, but the few early accounts of Jack’s young life suggest he was an unruly child, and his mother complained of her inability to control him.

Jack was bright, educated in scholarly curriculum and mannerly decorum, and lacked for nothing material. Accounts of his boyhood say he was “capable of getting strait As in school,” but there were also reports of his gradual inclination toward bullying and becoming a problem student.

When he was thirteen years old, the recklessness of his later life would be foretold in one brutal event. Historical accounts vary and inevitably mix fiction with fact, but even in general terms this event was an ominous sign of things to come.

It was summer in Carlyle when Jack and two other boys escaped their chores and met up in the shady comfort along the banks of the Kaskaskia River. Jack’s buddies were from poor families with little education and unpromising futures. Most townspeople thought young Jack’s choice of friends was not in keeping with his family background. They had noticed that his actions and general demeanor seemed to “reek” of defiance.

On this day, a man emerged from the bushes along the bank. He was later identified as Mr. Gottlieb. Supposedly, he confronted the boys and threatened to disclose their participation in some illicit or ill-advised activity. It may have been for recent vandalism to his property, or possibly for catching them in the act of smoking as they sat there on the bank. Whatever it was, it was a challenge to the boys, and it incited anger in young Jack Slade.

While the boys argued with Mr. Gottlieb, Jack was said to have positioned himself behind the man. He picked up a large rock and proceeded to bash Gottlieb over the head with it. Jack was apparently so enraged that he kept on hitting him, smashing in his skull until Gottlieb was dead.

The boys all ran to their respective homes. The sheriff was supposedly called. But the story’s facts are murky at best. One account says Gottlieb was a stranger in the area, and the sheriff suggested that Jack and the other boys leave town. Another account suggests that Jack decided on his own to leave home, to avoid possible arrest. Still another scenario indicates that Jack’s stepfather had relatives in Texas, and he sent Jack away to live with them.

Whatever actually happened, Jack Slade’s life was undocumented for the next few years. It was not until the spring of 1847 that he showed up, back in Illinois to enlist in the army. The Mexican-American War had begun, and Slade was anxious to be a part of it.

By then, at the age of sixteen (or he may have been eighteen), he had matured physically, but was always said to be of short stature. Some said he made up for it by being strong and muscular.

Although he served in the army for a year and a half, it became apparent during this time that he loved his liquor. Also, he disliked having to take orders from his superiors and often spent time in the stockade. Nevertheless, when the war ended in 1848, Slade was honorably discharged.

It is believed that he then headed for California, but by 1849 he had already returned to the Midwest. In Kansas City Slade found a job with the Central Overland Company freight transportation firm as a teamster. He was a good fit for the rigors of driving horse-drawn wagon shipments of goods across the 600-mile prairie to Denver.

Slade distinguished himself in this new role. His soon-to-be legendary exploits of killing and gore began with warding off Indians. This was a major part of survival when crossing the Great Plains. During his first two trips, it was said that he killed “a half-dozen Indians and several horse thieves” who attacked his caravan. The story says he cut off the ears of the Indians he killed and sent them back to the Indian chief as a warning. He was also responsible for capturing and hanging two “would-be armed robbers.”

Slade was hailed as a hero and was soon promoted into management positions. He stepped up the ladder of success all the way to the position of superintendent, and was responsible for overseeing five hundred miles of trail from Julesburg, to the far southwestern corner of present-day Wyoming. This was the remotest area in which the company operated.

However, stories also began circulating about Slade’s killings, which often seemed to be unnecessary and unprovoked. He was said to have killed one of his own drivers while in a fit of drunken derangement. He apparently goaded this friend into drawing his gun. When the man did, Slade shot him dead and was then deeply remorseful.

Another rumor suggested he had killed still another man with no reason other than cavalier disregard. Slade bet some companions that he could shoot the button on the man’s shirt from some distance away. When he accurately shot the button, he also killed the man.

The law of the Colorado West was erratic, and the number of lawmen available—especially in such isolated areas—was minimal or nonexistent. Slade was not arrested or prosecuted for his acts. Few witnesses were willing to testify against him. Many feared him.

When Jack Slade became superintendent, he met the stationmaster of the Julesburg Station, a man named Jules Beni (sometimes spelled Reni). The settlement that had sprung up around the station was named for Beni, and he ran the place as if he owned it, causing Slade to dislike him immediately. However, at the time, Indians were Slade’s bigger concern, so nothing came of this personality conflict in the short term.

Around 1857 Slade met a woman named Maria Virginia. He may have met this woman he called Virginia in a dance hall, or she could have been a local widow. Whatever the case, he fell deeply in love with her, and they would stay together the rest of his life. Virginia Slade said they were married, although no official record has ever been found.

Later that year, the Central Overland Company was having serious trouble with robberies around Julesburg. Horses and supplies were being stolen, and the newly added California and Pikes Peak Express Company was also being targeted. The robbers seemed to know when wealthy passengers were aboard. Covert information suggested it was an inside job and the most likely suspect was Jules Beni.

The company asked Slade to look into the situation. Beni heard rumors almost immediately about why the superintendent had come to “his” town. Slade apparently was asking questions of local citizens and indiscriminately mentioning the stationmaster in connection with the robberies. Beni did not hesitate to react, and took his shotgun with him when he went to look for Slade.

Slade was leaving a local saloon when Beni walked up in front of him. Not a word was said as Beni aimed his shotgun point-blank at Slade and fired with both barrels. Slade was stunned and then fell to the ground with wounds in his chest and stomach. Beni deliberately took his time reloading his gun while the local citizens scattered to hide. He again took aim at Slade and fired two more times, hitting him in the back. Slade did not move. Beni reloaded again and shot Jack Slade one more time. Convinced he’d killed his enemy, Beni spat in the dirt and said, “Bury him!”

Slade, apparently a dead man, slowly lifted his head and said in a low voice, “I shall live long enough to wear one of your ears on my watch guard. You needn’t trouble yourself about my burial.”

Beni was surprised that Slade was still alive, but even more surprised that the outraged citizens of “his” town pulled their guns on him and arrested him. In a quick decision, the crowd decided to lynch Beni on the spot.

Although a correct hanging knot is designed to snap the neck of the victim as he falls from a platform, this hastily tied one didn’t work that way. Strung up and hanging, the rope tight around his neck, Beni began to suffocate. He turned blue and then almost black. Suddenly he found himself dropped to the ground as his hanging rope was released. Beni gasped and choked and lay there wheezing. An official of the freight company had just arrived on the stagecoach and fired shots in the air, demanding that the lynch mob let Beni loose.

That official was Benjamin Ficklin, general superintendent of the Central Overland California and Pikes Peak Express Company, and he threatened Beni while the scoundrel still lay on the ground. He said Beni could live only if he promised to leave the territory and never return. Beni readily agreed. He hastily ran for his horse and rode out of town.

Slade, meanwhile, was hauled over to the station where a doctor was summoned to examine him. The doctor didn’t hold out much hope but worked to remove seven pellets of the dozens in his body, which came from the numerous pellets in each shotgun blast. When Slade continued to live through the night and all the next day, Ficklin ordered that the patient be transported Omaha for better medical attention. Slade painfully endured the bumpy journey that, for lack of capable doctors, ultimately proceeded on to Kansas City and finally to St. Louis.

Slade had traveled eight hundred miles, and though wounded and very weak, he hung on to life. His injuries were so severe that he
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