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The Desperado of Chatham Bend

SO MUCH RUMOR AND LEGEND HAVE BEEN WOVEN INTO THE STORY OF farmer and entrepreneur Edgar J. Watson that it would take a trip back in time to determine which misdeeds attributed to him were actually his. His tale spans several states, more than twenty years of mayhem, three wives, and a trail of dead bodies—and while plenty of townsfolk on Chokoloskee Island and in Everglades City could list his victims, he managed to avoid ever serving time for murdering a single one of them.

Described as blue-eyed, red-haired, and quick to anger, Watson was born in South Carolina in 1855. He was still a young child when his mother packed up both of her children—the other was a sister named Minnie—and moved them to Fort White, Florida, to save them from their abusive father. Watson grew up in Fort White and soon showed signs that he had inherited his father’s short fuse and proclivity for violence. He picked fights with his peers and eventually committed his first murders, killing one or more of his cousins—a crime heinous enough that he left the state to dodge law enforcement and seek his fortune elsewhere.

So far he had managed to escape the notice of the press, but Watson first rose to public consciousness in 1889 because of an even more reckless outlaw, the notorious Belle Starr. His brush with Starr set the course for much of the rest of his life.

Born Myra Maybelle Shirley in 1848 in Carthage, Missouri, Belle lived among neighbors whose names would become legend a few years later: Jesse James, one of the most famous of all western outlaws, and his scofflaw compatriots the Younger brothers. Belle and her parents moved to Scyene, Texas, in 1863, but the family maintained their relationship with these young men, and they became influential figures in their daughter’s life. Belle was in her teens when she fell in love with an outlaw named Jim Reed, a comrade-in-arms during the Civil War with James, his brother Frank, and the Youngers when they served with Confederate bushwhackers known as Quantrill’s Raiders.

Reed was not a criminal when he and Belle were married, but he soon befriended Tom Starr, an ostracized Cherokee whose murderous tendencies labeled him “an embarrassment to the Cherokee Nation,” according to historian Richard D. Arnott. Reed cast his lot with the Starr clan, a band of horse and whisky thieves. Despite an attempt to settle in Paris, Texas, and become a farmer, Reed could not resist the outlaw life, and before long Reed and the Starrs were wanted for a stagecoach robbery between San Antonio and Austin where the robbers absconded with about $2,500. “One of the robbers was a woman,” an account in the Tahlequah Arrow in Oklahoma notes, and many years later, Belle would take credit for being there.

In August 1874, police officers tracking Reed came upon him eating dinner at his home in Paris, Texas, and shot him dead. Myra—widowed and now known as Belle—had developed quite a resume of her own by this time. Newspapers wrote of her fine wardrobe, her ability as a crack shot while riding sidesaddle, and her genius in devising strategies for successful robberies and rustling operations. She earned the nickname “Bandit Queen” in the press, and as her legend grew, so did the credit she received for a wide range of crimes—whether or not she had any hand in them. “She has been credited with stealing from the rich and giving to the poor, cleaning out crooked poker games with her six-shooters, and galloping down city streets with pistols blazing,” her www.historynet.com biography claims.

So the loss of her first husband did not slow her life of crime for more than a moment. Belle quickly married into the Starr family and settled with them in Oklahoma, and for the next decade she led “a more adventurous life than generally falls to the lot of women,” she noted in an account she penned herself and gave to a reporter at the Tahlequah Arrow in 1887. By the time she put pen to paper to capture her own tale, she was widowed once again and had settled in “a place of picturesque beauty on the Canadian River” in Oklahoma, where she “hoped to pass the remainder of my life in peace and quietude.”

This was not to be, however—while she had chosen a spot where few people would happen upon her, she said, “it soon became noised around that I was a woman of some notoriety from Texas, and from that time on my home and actions have been severely criticized.” Indeed, Jesse James himself visited her at her little ranch and apparently others of her previous cohorts followed, much to the chagrin of neighbors she described as “a low down class of shoddy whites who have made the Indian country their home to evade paying tax on their dogs, and who I will not permit to hunt on my premises.”

Nonetheless, the string of outlaws visiting her property came to the attention of the Cherokee Tribal Council, who told Belle that she could remain on this land only if she entered into an agreement with the council that she would not harbor any more fugitives. It went against Belle’s nature, but she felt a strong commitment to the quieter life she intended to lead, so she promised to turn away any of the bad lot among her friends.

Belle Starr did, however, enter into a land rental arrangement with one Edgar A. Watson, a man from Florida who was looking for land to farm. Watson and his wife paid Belle in advance for the use of some of her land, so everything seemed on the up and up until Belle had the opportunity to get to know Mrs. Watson well enough for Mrs. Watson to share confidences with her landlady. Mrs. Watson mentioned to Belle that Edgar was wanted in the state of Florida for murder.

Finding herself duped into giving refuge to a fugitive once again, Belle immediately attempted to refund Watson’s money and send him packing. Watson would have none of it, insisting that he had paid for the land and he would continue to farm it through the harvest. In a confrontation that rose to the level of an argument, Belle threatened to contact authorities in Florida to tell them where he was. These were the magic words. Watson took back his money, packed up his wife and belongings, and rode off. Soon they found another farm in the area and rented land there.

Belle believed that she had resolved the matter and went about her business. She and her latest husband, Bill July (also known as Jim Starr), rode to Fort Smith on the morning of Saturday, February 2, 1889, where Bill had to appear in court on a charge of horse stealing, and Belle—so inured to the constant stream of arrests and charges in her life that she took her husband’s hearing as nothing more than an errand—planned to do some shopping. They stopped for the night with friends in San Bois about fifteen miles east of their own ranch and split up on Sunday morning as Belle headed for home, planning to stop at a neighbor’s home for a regular Sunday afternoon gathering.

Among the visitors was Edgar Watson. There is no record of what words they may have exchanged, but Watson left the neighbor’s home shortly after Belle got there. After an afternoon meal, Belle bid her farewells, mounted her horse, and began heading homeward, passing within 150 yards of the land Watson had rented after leaving her property.

Moments later a shot rang out. Belle tumbled from her saddle, and quickly attempted to rise enough to see where she was wounded. Before she could assess her injury, the unseen gunman fired again, striking her in the neck and face. Belle lost consciousness as her frightened horse bolted for home.

When the horse arrived at Belle’s house with no rider, Belle’s daughter Pearl mounted her own steed and raced up the road to find her. She reached her mother minutes before she perished on the road, her wounds rendering her unable to speak.

Bill July was quick to accuse Watson of his wife’s murder, and so many others piled on to call for Watson’s arrest that law officers went directly to his cabin and took him into custody. Proving his guilt was quite another matter, however. The Arkansas Gazette reported on February 21 that July (referred to as Jim Starr) and Belle’s daughter arrived in Fort Smith accompanied by ten witnesses who were ready to implicate Watson in the crime. All that testimony could not satisfy the judge, however. As the Fort Smith Elevator reported, “Testimony was taken on Friday and Saturday last [February 22 and 23, 1889] before Commissioner Brizzolara in the case of E. A. Watson, charged with the murder of Belle Starr. The evidence was all circumstancial [sic] and rather disconnected. The commissioner is withholding his decision in the case until more witnesses are produced, and Jim Starr is now out summoning them.”

The Daily Arkansas Gazette went so far as to speculate, “It looks probably that the circumstances will not warrant the commissioner in binding Watson over, and unless Starr succeeded in strengthening the case very materially the accused will likely go free.”

Two weeks later, the press summed up the result in a squib: “A. E. [sic] Watson, accused of murdering Belle Starr, has been discharged for want of evidence.”

No one else was ever accused of killing Belle, so Watson remained the primary suspect, but in an era before forensic examination of firearms and ammunition, the prosecution could not prove the case.

Seven months later, authorities arrested an E. A. Watson for stealing horses in Crawford County, Arkansas, along with another man, J. R. Dyal. The two thieves did not know that they had been observed by two law officers and two private citizens—perhaps the owners of the two stolen animals—until they stopped at a blacksmith shop to have one of the horses shod. When the officers approached them, Dyal immediately confessed, but Watson attempted to escape, running pell-mell for a nearby woods. The officers took Dyal into custody as the other two men obtained bloodhounds from a local contractor, using them to chase Watson down within a few minutes. Even then, with a full confession in hand from Dyal, Watson continued to proclaim his innocence, saying that the horses were not stolen at all—they were actually his.

When the officer brought Dyal in to repeat his confession in Watson’s presence, however, Watson finally capitulated—but he asked for leniency because it was, he said, his first offense.

Was this E. A. Watson in fact E. J. Watson? It seems likely, according to C. S. “Ted” Smallwood, a pioneer and longtime resident of Chokoloskee, Florida, whose story is captured in a marvelous volume of local history, The Story of Chokoloskee Bay County by Charles W. Tebeau, published in 1955. Smallwood told the story of an Edgar Watson who lived in Chatham Bend and had a penchant for getting into trouble.

“The first time I saw Watson was on Half Way Creek in 1892 or 1893,” Smallwood said. “He got into trouble in Florida and went to Arkansas. Got in trouble out there with Belle Starr, an outlaw woman, and killed her. Then he came back to Florida.”

Indeed, the area south of what is now the Ten Thousand Islands National Wildlife Refuge on the southwest coast of the Florida peninsula, so sparsely populated that an island dweller might not see other human beings for weeks at a time, proved to be the perfect hideout for a man perpetually on the run.

Smallwood had heard quite a number of stories about Watson even before he met him. He noted the farmer’s short relationship with C
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