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  BushwhackersGunslingers in Training, 1863


  The quiet, unnoticed approach. The sharpshooting. The take-no-prisoners attitude. The fast escape. The most infamous outlaw gangs of the Wild West had train robberies and bank heists down to a science. So how did they learn the business of being outlaws?


  Jesse James and his older brother, Frank, were just children when their homeland started going crazy. They lived on their family farm in Clay County, Missouri, a stone’s throw from neighboring Kansas, and in the 1850s saw the state border erupt in violence. The conflict was over slavery; Missouri was a “slave state,” the Missouri Compromise of 1820 having allowed for legal ownership of slaves (the James family held slaves on its farm), and Kansas was a territory teeming with abolitionists who wanted to enter the Union as a “free state.”


  Guerrilla warfare from both sides—“Jayhawkers” from Kansas and “bushwhackers” from Missouri—terrorized the border area during the years before and during the Civil War, leaving dead bodies and burned-out buildings in their wake. Though the Union and Confederate armies attempted to bring these militants into their folds, many bands remained off the grid, making their own rules and following their own questionable codes of conduct—killing civilians and unarmed soldiers, robbing individuals and businesses, burning homes to the ground. Often their methods seemed less to do with political ideology than with a thirst for violence. And by their teenage years, Frank and Jesse James were right in the thick of it.


  In the spring of 1863, at the age of nineteen, Frank James joined a group of bushwhackers in ambushing pro-Union factions in Missouri’s Clinton and Clay Counties. They murdered their prisoners before going into hiding on the farm of Zerelda and Reuben Samuel, Frank’s mother and stepfather. Union forces caught wind of their location and descended on the farm, beating Frank’s fifteen-year-old brother, Jesse, and choking Reuben in a noose. The stepfather gave in, leading the men to Frank’s hiding spot in the woods. Several died in the ensuing gun battle, but Frank himself escaped across the Missouri River.
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  This humiliating assault on the family, combined with the Emancipation Proclamation and major Confederate losses at Gettysburg and Vicksburg, lit a fire in the James brothers. Young Jesse soon would join the bushwhacker ranks. In the meantime, Frank fell in with militia leader William Quantrill.


  On August 21, 1863, Quantrill led four hundred men, including Frank and future famous outlaws Cole Younger and “Bloody Bill” Anderson, across the state border into the abolitionist enclave of Lawrence, Kansas. In what would be known as Quantrill’s Raid, or the Lawrence Massacre, they slaughtered more than two hundred men and boys and torched nearly every business in town.


  Frank and Jesse’s mother, Zerelda Samuel, was so proud of her son’s participation in the slaughter that she named a newborn daughter Fannie Quantrell [sic] Samuel.


  The Union’s response to the massacre was to order the evacuation of ten thousand border-county Missourians, whose homeland was promptly devastated by retaliating Jayhawkers. The Civil War was unofficially being fought by enraged mobs, some of which included the murderous likes of the James brothers.


  Frank James spent the early winter months of 1864 with Confederate bands in Texas before returning to Clay County, Missouri, in the spring. His sixteen-year-old brother, Jesse, joined the group in time to embark on a homicidal spree. The group went house to house, slaying farmers who sided with “the North.”


  One Missourian wrote of the outlaw secessionists, “A general terror prevails. Today there is not in the county of Clay one unconditional loyal Union man who dares to go into the harvest field to do a day’s work. Many of them have left the State; all are now talking of going.”


  Frank and Jesse’s group directly encountered Union fighters a few weeks after their rampage on rural citizens, and their leader ended up without a right arm. So the James brothers hitched their wagon to another merciless Southerner, William “Bloody Bill” Anderson. Anderson had parted from William Quantrill’s gang with around fifty of its most ruthless killers, picking off unarmed citizens and soldiers as they roved the countryside.


  When Frank and Jesse joined, the crew made its base at the Samuel farm, where Zerelda and her meek husband did their best to once again hide their boys. Knowing the Samuels were among the most dangerous families in Clay County, the Union attempted to remove them from the area, to no avail.


  In September 1864 Bloody Bill led the James brothers and about thirty others into Centralia, Missouri, where they yanked twenty-two unarmed Union soldiers from a train, shot them dead, and then made a display of their mutilated bodies. When militia attempted to run them out of town, Bloody Bill’s gang—which had picked up more bushwhackers in Centralia—killed another 124 men, again engaging in grotesque mutilations. One member of the band and a mentor to Jesse, Archie Clement, was known for cutting the scalps from victims’ heads and hanging them from his horse’s bridle. After this atrocity, even the Confederate army—which unofficially condoned much guerilla warfare, as did the Union—wouldn’t take Bloody Bill’s fighters into its midst when General Sterling Price led a Missouri invasion.


  The next month, Union militia leader Samuel Cox managed to ensnare Bloody Bill in an ambush and kill him. Seeking vengeance, Frank and Jesse James went on another tear through Clay County, slaying any last Unionists they could sniff out of private homes before running south.


  Their mother of course would not give up their whereabouts when questioned. Union Captain William Kemper wrote in a report that Zerelda was “one of the worst women in this State. She has two sons in the brush now & have been for 10 months. They have engaged in the murder of a number of citizens of this county. They were with Bill Anderson and assisted in the murdering of 22 unarmed federal soldiers at Centralia Mo some time in the month of Sept last. I heard her asked the question a few days since, if she was not ashamed of her sons—the way they were acting & she rejoined that she was not—that she was proud of them—that she prayed to God to protect them in their work. . . . It is not through anything personal that is existing between these parties & myself that I speak thus. . . . I feel today that I am almost as much in ‘rebellion’ here in this county as I would be in South Carolina.”


  Reuben and Zerelda Samuel finally were run out of Missouri in January, settling just across the Missouri state border in Nebraska.


  The war ended in the spring of 1865, but bad blood between North and South still flowed as strong as ever. One Union officer reported in the fall of 1866—more than a year after the war’s end—that western Missouri still harbored packs of gun-toting militants. Indeed, a gunfight had taken place that summer near the Jameses’ childhood home. The officer called it “a habit which grew out of the unsettled condition of the country since the war.” It was a habit that Jesse James would never give up.


  After Bloody Bill’s death, Archie Clement inherited the top spot in the James brothers’ band and took the group in a whole new direction: bank robbing. The outlaws’ well-honed battle skills would come in handy in a bank heist.


  In February 1866 they held up the Clay County Savings Association in Liberty, making off with $60,000 and accomplishing the country’s first armed bank robbery in broad daylight. It was no coincidence that the bank was run by former Union fighters. For Clement and the James brothers, the Confederacy’s loss was an open wound.


  During the months that followed, the guerrillas-turned-robbers knocked over more banks, all owned by Unionists. They also threatened political enemies as the fall election drew near; many Union people lived in fear.


  On Election Day, Clement, Jesse James, and company essentially overtook the town of Lexington, Missouri, to ensure the election of conservative candidates. Clement wound up dead and full of bullets in front of a saloon, and Jesse was shot in the chest. Though he survived, Jesse was arrested in Lexington—and then somehow paroled. He was left even more bitter over the loss of his bloodthirsty hero, and ten years later would write that “Arch Clement, one of the noblest boys, and the most promising military boy of this age, (was) murdered in cold blood (by) Tom Fletcher’s cut-throat militia.” Jesse’s mother named a new son Archie, in honor of her son’s fallen mentor.


  For the coming years, Jesse and Frank both would gain national reputations as menaces to banks and trains across the country, stealthily evading the lynch mobs that snared so many of their former bushwhacking compatriots.


  Though Frank was famous in his day, Jesse was the brother who would gain not just infamy but veritable support among former Confederates who viewed him as an avenger of sorts. He painted the banks he robbed as part of the Federal system that had stamped out the Southern way of life, though most agree he was just as motivated by his growing lust for riches.


  Just as Hollywood Westerns have painted Jesse as a populist hero, so too did many papers of the time. The Kansas City Times—edited by John Newman Edwards, a former soldier for the South—ran stories and commentaries sympathetic to Jesse and his crimes. To many defeated Confederates, Jesse wasn’t a sociopathic thief and killer but rather a hero, a bandit, even a Robin Hood who redistributed the Union wealth (though, in reality, he only redistributed it to himself).


  In December 1869, five years after Bloody Bill’s death at the hands of Union militia leader Samuel Cox, the James brothers still held a powerful grudge over the killing. While holding up the Daviess County Savings Association in Gallatin, Missouri, Jesse shot and killed a bank officer he believed to be Cox. Reports of the day state that Jesse yelled, “This is for the death of Bloody Bill Anderson!”


  The vengeful act likely was the real motive for the heist—the boys left without any money.


  A lot of things went wrong that day, not the least of which was that Jesse killed the wrong man. The cashier was not Samuel Cox after all—just a man who resembled Cox, who worked as a cashier in a similar-looking bank in the same town square. Then, as the James brothers made off on horseback, Jesse fell from his horse and was dragged along, tangled in the stirrup. He managed to free himself and, abandoning his own purebred horse, hopped onto Frank’s.


  En route to their hideout, the James brothers happened upon an area farmer on horseback. The man’s horse was a good-looking one—strong, with four white feet and a white mark on its nose. It was just the sort of horse that might hasten the James brothers’ getaway—so they pulled out their guns and stole it.


  Turns out, they picked the wrong farmer to mess with. The man filed a lawsuit against the James brothers, seeking damages for the stolen horse, saddle, and bridle. The brothers hired a top-rate lawyer, who successfully had the case dismissed on a technicality. But Jesse James wouldn’t let a dead horse lie. He wrote a letter to the Kansas City Times—whose editor was a friend of sorts—declaring his innocence in the Daviess County heist and murder. He claimed that the horse abandoned near the bank had been sold to “some Kansas Jayhawkers” and thus didn’t prove his presence at the scene of the crime. He even boldly invited a proper trial.


  Meanwhile, the farmer’s lawyer again brought suit regarding the horse theft; the Jameses’ attorney objected, but the brothers insisted on letting the matter go to court.


  They lost.


  The wronged farmer was awarded more than $200, in addition to the high-dollar horse that Jesse had left behind. It was the first and last successful civil suit against the James brothers in a time when few would challenge the fearsome duo. In fact, the young prosecutor representing the farmer would dodge several of the Jameses’ bullets.


  Now Jesse had been officially linked by the horse ordeal to the bank robbery and cashier’s murder. So surely he would be tried and convicted, right?


  That’s where the battle lines drawn during the Kansas-Missouri border wars would once again come into play. Daviess County officials were former Confederates who held the James brothers in high regard. They had no plans to try Jesse and Frank for the robbery or murder. At the state level, though, Union sympathizers would step in. The governor offered a $3,000 award for turning in the James brothers, now at large. Two brothers who had murdered and terrorized Kansas Jayhawkers, as well as abolitionists in their own state of Missouri, had become politically polarizing figures. To Unionists they were immoral thieves and cold-blooded killers. To Southern sympathizers they were wily bandits who refused to recognize a Federal system that had stamped out their way of life.


  In the coming years, as the nation began to heal the wounds caused by the Civil War, Jesse and Frank James wore out their roles as Confederate avengers. By the late 1870s Missourians were tiring of their guerilla tactics and slower to defend their heists across the country.


  In 1882 Jesse James was killed by an associate, Robert Ford, who collected a $10,000 bounty from the Missouri governor. Dying young, on the heels of nearly two decades of infamous violence, meant that Jesse would become a legend of the West. Southern sentiment again flowed in favor of the Jameses’ criminal antics. Frank, tired of running and defeated by his brother’s death, soon turned himself in. He was tried in Missouri and Alabama for robberies and murders. Surprise, surprise: He was acquitted.
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