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			To Roy B. Young

			Chronicler of the Wild West

		

	
		
			
				Some ten or twelve old friends of yours and mine,

				If we spoke truly, are not friends at all.

				They never were. That accident divine,

				A friendship, not so often may befall.

				Don Marquis
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				Some is sad and some is quite laughable, but such is life any way we take it.

				Big Nose Kate

			

		

	
		
			Preface

			Icons never die. Such is the fate of Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday, friends in life and friends in immortality, forever facing down “the Cowboys” at the O.K. Corral. We revel in their legends at Dodge City and Tombstone, once booming towns with a wide-open future now clinging to a six-gun past. And we chase relics, pieces of the True Cross, that prove Earp and Holliday once walked this Earth as men. Wyatt Earp guns, nearly always of questionable provenance, have fetched astronomical prices from collectors while legal documents Earp signed as a lawman—most pilfered from unsecure county courthouses—continue to surface from time to time, invariably commanding thousands. A crude map Wyatt drew in 1926 of the O.K. Corral gun battle (which he referred to as the “street fight”) brought $115,000 in 2004—and it wasn’t even signed.

			In Tombstone, Arizona, thousands of pounds of black powder have been burned up over the decades in daily reenactments of that thirty-second gunfight. And in countless articles, books, songs, films, and documentaries, Wyatt’s and Doc’s stories have been told again and again for well more than a hundred years. Over and over, the two have been celebrated and despised, their lives mythologized and, in more recent times, demythologized.

			Does anything remain to be written about these western protagonists, any aspects of their lives and loves that haven’t already been examined ad infinitum? The answer, maybe surprisingly, is yes. There’s nearly always a hidden historical path to explore, a stubborn question in search of an answer, a forgotten verse of an ancient ballad to be discovered and sung.

			When we do ostensibly know everything there is to know about a person or event from the past, that history loses something. The tale becomes dull and dusty, a case closed instead of an ongoing investigation. No true history lover wants that. Thank goodness, as I gladly discovered while researching this book, there is indeed more to the lives of Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday and their odd but endearing friendship, a bona fide saga if there ever was one.

			The pursuit of these two men’s stories took me from the rolling hills of Barton County, Missouri, to the stately gardens of the Huntington Library in San Marino, California; from a hilltop cemetery overlooking Glenwood Springs, Colorado, to a narrow, fenced-in lot near (not at) the old O.K. Corral. In Dodge City, Kansas, I secured a copy of a typescript manuscript of Wyatt Earp’s own story of his life from a local historical society operating out of a former department store. At the Arizona Historical Society in Tucson, I held a small bible gifted to Earp by a Dodge City law firm “as a slight recognition of his many Christian virtues.” That bible, by the way, did not appear to have seen much use.

			Firsthand observation at historic sites (more like shrines in some cases), weeks spent poring over letters and manuscripts in various archives, countless hours reading contemporary newspaper reports, not to mention the creation of a personal library of Earpiana that has grown to startling proportions, have all contributed to the book in your hands. And in case there’s been any question up to now, this is nonfiction, where the discernible facts supersede legend. (Sorry, John Ford, but not really, as I’ve never cared for your oft-quoted line.) All the dialogue within quotes came directly from primary sources; nothing has been made up or altered. And those sources are fully cited in my extensive endnotes.

			Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday, like anyone else then and now, have their fair share of contradictions and failings. They made their way not in the Old West but in the New West, young towns and camps on the fringe of morality, where money flowed through gambling, prostitution, and rampant speculation. In this New West, a sordid history or lifestyle didn’t preclude respectability. A onetime pimp and horse thief could become an upstanding peace officer. A boozing, gun-toting gambling addict could also be a successful dentist—for a time, anyway—with plenty of satisfied customers. And the two could be friends without anyone giving it a second thought. Wherever Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday found themselves, though, there was one constant. Trouble seemed to follow Wyatt. Doc made his own.

		

	
		
			
				One

				The Way West

			
			
				And the world began when I was born

				And the world is mine to win.

				Charles Badger Clark

			

			Vidal, California

			March 1927

			Feeling his years at the age of seventy-eight, Wyatt Earp was tired, exasperated, and broke. His big mustache had been white for a long time now, and he was practically bald, but his six-foot frame remained slim and straight as a board. Wyatt lived with his common-law wife, Josephine, in a tiny cottage that sat just 216 feet from the tracks of the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railway. From their front door, unbroken desert peppered with clumps of greasewood stretched for eight miles to the foot of the Whipple Mountains, where Wyatt would spend most days digging and scratching the earth for gold and copper ore at his Happy Day Mine.

			But even in this two-bit town in the Sonoran Desert, Wyatt was having to deal with his distant—and controversial—past. On March 15, the old lawman reached back into his memory as he composed a long letter to bestselling author Walter Noble Burns. Burns had requested information from Wyatt on Doc Holliday for a planned biography. The author was originally keen on writing Earp’s story, but he’d settled on Doc, or so he claimed, after Wyatt told him that a friend had already completed a manuscript of his life, and they were currently looking for a publisher.

			Wyatt wrote Burns that he was happy to tell him what he wanted to know, but he asked the author not to mention his name too freely in the book. “I am getting tired of it all,” Wyatt explained, “as there have been so many lies written about me in so many magazines in the last few years that it makes a man feel like fighting.” Referring to a research trip Burns had made to Tombstone, Wyatt commented that, “No doubt you were filled up with lots of things which never happened about me.” Wyatt had indeed had more than enough of the stories from blowhards and journalists who weren’t even there. “I can’t understand why they don’t let me alone,” he wrote, “and I think it time to put a stop to it all.”

			That wasn’t necessarily an idle threat. In 1922, he’d been enraged by a “nasty and ugly article” in the Los Angeles Times that described Wyatt, his brothers, and Doc Holliday as part of a gang of stage robbers. They’d made Tombstone their headquarters, the story went, after being driven out of Dodge City by “Chief of Police” Bat Masterson. Not only that, but the writer, a John M. Scanland, had Wyatt being killed in Colton, California, some years later.

			The silent-film star William S. Hart, an unabashed Earp admirer, came to the old lawman’s defense in a subsequent issue of the newspaper, but Wyatt wasn’t satisfied. He was determined to find the offending writer and set the man straight himself. It took two years, but Scanland, then age seventy-nine, was finally located, boarding with a couple in Los Angeles and about as broke as Wyatt. Wyatt showed up at the front door along with John Flood Jr., the man who was writing Earp’s autobiography, and Wyatt was in no mood for introductory pleasantries.

			Just how startled Scanland was to see the famed Wyatt Earp towering over him can only be imagined, but Earp later wrote Hart that the journalist expressed real regret and readily apologized for his two-year-old story. Scanland even typed up a retraction and signed it—anything to get Earp on his way.

			“It does beat the band how the truth will be warped and misstated over a period of years,” Earp wrote Hart, which was a big reason why Wyatt was dictating his life story to John Flood. Another reason was that authors were making money off those faulty newspaper and magazine articles, and Wyatt felt that if anyone should be making money off his exploits, real or imagined, it should be him.

			The old lawman had high hopes for the manuscript John Flood was preparing, which they would tout as the “first and only authentic story” of Wyatt Earp. He was eager that that story be told right not only for himself, but for the sake of those no longer living and unable to defend their reputations: brothers Virgil, Morgan, and Warren—and Doc Holliday. They’d all backed Wyatt when he needed backing. It was a debt that could never be fully repaid, but Wyatt would try. His story, then, Wyatt instructed Flood, was to be about truth, correctness, and vindication.

			Especially vindication.

			

			—

			The truth of Wyatt Earp begins in Illinois in the spring of 1848. He came into the world on March 19 of that year in the rural village of Monmouth, the third son of Nicholas and Virginia Ann Earp. Six months earlier, thirty-four-year-old Nicholas had ridden off to Mexico with one hundred recruits from the town and surrounding area, eager to win laurels fighting the soldiers of Antonio López de Santa Anna. They called themselves the Monmouth Dragoons, and their commander was a well-liked attorney and merchant named Wyatt Berry Stapp. However, a mule kick to the groin abruptly ended Nicholas’s soldiering south of the Rio Grande. He was discharged in Vera Cruz in December 1847 and arrived home four weeks before the birth of his son, whom he named for his former captain: Wyatt Berry Stapp Earp.

			Young Wyatt joined three brothers, Newton (a half brother), James (Jim), and Virgil, and a sister, Martha, in the Earp family’s small two-story home. But it wouldn’t be their home for long. Just one year after Wyatt’s birth, Nicholas sold the house for $300 and moved his family one hundred and twenty-three miles northwest to the new settlement of Pella, in Marion County, Iowa. Like Monmouth, Pella was surrounded by lush prairie land with rich, black soil just beneath the surface. The settlement had been founded by emigrants from Holland seeking religious freedom in the United States. Their colony numbered some nine hundred individuals with more on the way.

			Nicholas wasn’t Dutch, nor was he fleeing religious persecution, but he was a cooper (barrel maker) by trade, and there was surely money to be made serving these newcomers. In fact, one newspaper article about the Hollanders observed that they had “considerable pecuniary means.” Nothing is known of Nicholas’s initial dealings with the Hollanders, but it’s apparent that the bearded five-foot-eleven Mexican War vet quickly took to his new surroundings and neighbors. When the federal census taker visited Marion County’s Lake Prairie Township in September 1850, he recorded Nicholas as engaging in both coopering and farming, with land holdings valued at $500. The following year, Nicholas added flatboat captain to his résumé of skills, floating a load of corn down the Des Moines and Mississippi rivers to St. Louis.

			Wyatt remembered his father as having a “love for the soil and for making things grow,” but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t give up that passion if something more lucrative came along. Intoxicating stories of easy riches coming from the California gold fields spread like a contagion among Iowa’s farmers and tradesmen. “Even the most thoughtful and sober-minded,” stated an early Marion County history, “found it difficult to resist the infection.” Nicholas was one of the many who succumbed. He’d earned 160 acres of bounty land for his wartime service and sold it in June 1852, possibly to raise funds for his overland journey. The exact date of his trip is uncertain, but the fabled bonanzas were as elusive to Nicholas as they were to thousands of other Argonauts. He returned to his family after a few months, with nothing to show for his weary adventure but the experience of crossing the Great Plains and Rocky Mountains and some fireside tales to delight Wyatt and his siblings.

			Wyatt gained two brothers while the family lived in Marion County: Morgan in 1851 and Warren in 1855. In March 1856, however, Nicholas sold his Iowa land at a good profit and moved Virginia Ann and the kids back to Monmouth, the Warren County seat, which had grown to a population of about three thousand. Nicholas purchased three lots in town and opened a grocery store. He also ran for the office of constable, one of three in Monmouth, and won. In July of 1857, the Mercantile Agency, a credit-reporting firm based in New York City, observed that although Nicholas was doing a “small business,” he was industrious, sober, and was good for his debts. He was also a member in good standing of the Warren chapter of Masons.

			From all accounts, then, Nicholas was one of the community’s leaders, but less than a year later, things suddenly took a turn for the worse: Earp was charged with selling liquor out of his store. At that time, only druggists could legally sell alcohol in Monmouth, although that restriction hardly stopped the flow of ardent spirits. “The roudyism, and drunkenness and revellings which are carried on in our streets at night are [becoming] next to intolerable,” complained the town’s newspaper editor, “and the sooner it is suppressed the better it will be for the morals and good name of Monmouth.” Earp, though a town constable, enjoyed the occasional drink himself, but helping to supply the townsfolk with booze, regardless of the fact that numerous Monmouth citizens were clearly opposed to prohibition, was an egregious violation of the public trust.

			Thus began several months of court appearances, fines that he avoided paying, and because Constable Earp continued to believe he was above the law, two additional charges of selling alcohol. Nicholas sold out to his brother Walter, who had his own indictment and conviction for peddling liquor. The Mercantile Agency wasn’t nearly as confident about Walter and reported that he was “not worth anything.” Worthless brother Walter skipped town without paying his fines.

			Nicholas also concluded that it was time to leave his Monmouth woes behind. The Earp family, young Wyatt now eleven, returned to Pella, Iowa, in November 1859. They’d suffered the loss of a daughter while in Monmouth: young Martha, who died at the age of ten. But another daughter had been born to Nicholas and Virginia Ann in 1858 and named for her mother, bringing the Earp tally to six boys and a girl. Clearly, that mule kick to the groin did Nicholas no lasting harm.

			

			—

			There are hardly any stories of Wyatt Earp as a boy, no reminiscences from doting parents and, other than yarns of a schoolyard fight or two, no revealing tales from childhood friends or classmates. This seems odd. What neighbors, either in Illinois or Iowa, wouldn’t recall the time they lived next to the family that had three sons in the legendary Tombstone gunfight? And yet the record is largely silent. The only detailed stories we have of Wyatt’s youth take place when he was in his teens—and they come from Wyatt himself.

			Following the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861, three of Wyatt’s brothers marched off to fight to preserve the Union. Wyatt’s father, then forty-seven, didn’t enlist, but he did his part—for a time. Nicholas helped to recruit and drill troops in the county and was later appointed a deputy provost marshal. As a deputy provost marshal, Nicholas’s primary charge was chasing down and arresting deserters. On top of that, he also served as Pella’s town marshal from 1862 to 1864.

			With his father so busy, Wyatt was left to tend the corn crop in an acre field just outside Pella. It was then, Wyatt recalled, “I gained my lifelong sympathy for the man with a hoe…. I was barely thirteen, but I was warned that if I didn’t bring that corn crop through, my brothers in the army might go hungry.” Wyatt’s younger brothers, Morgan and Warren, helped in the field as much as small boys could, but that didn’t make the task any more pleasant. Nevertheless, Wyatt got the 1861 crop harvested, but when springtime came the next year, he couldn’t stand the idea of more days in the Iowa sun and humidity. If his brothers in the army went hungry, so be it, but he’d be hungry with them. He was going to fight the Rebs, too.

			On a day when he believed his father would be away from home for a good length of time, the fourteen-year-old Wyatt started for Ottumwa, forty-five miles southwest of Pella, where he hoped to enlist. It wasn’t an easy journey, for rail lines had yet to reach Pella. Wyatt either caught a stagecoach or hoofed it to Eddyville, twenty-seven miles away, where a train left at 11:30 each morning for Ottumwa. By the time Wyatt reached his destination, he would have spent most of two days looking over his shoulder for his father. But as he stepped off the train at this bustling town on the banks of the Des Moines River, he could finally relax. All that remained was to find a recruiting officer and convince him he was of age for the service. That is, until Wyatt entered a hotel lobby and recognized his father across the room.

			Nicholas Earp, who’d not been away from home as long as expected, had immediately started after his son and actually beaten the boy to Ottumwa. But while Wyatt couldn’t help but make out the figure of the man he most feared seeing, he wasn’t certain his father had spotted his son. Wyatt made a quick about-face, dashed into the street, and started back for Pella, this time outpacing his father. But Wyatt was wrong about his father not observing him in the hotel, and, as Wyatt told the story years later, he narrowly escaped a whipping when his father arrived home. The matter was settled after Wyatt made a solemn vow that he wouldn’t run away again, nor attempt to enlist without his mother’s permission.

			And he would tend to that dreaded cornfield.

			

			—

			Except for a dalliance as a supporter of Republican John C. Fremont in the 1856 presidential election, Nicholas Earp was a strong Democrat. And for Nicholas and many of his fellow Democrats in the North, the nature of the war with the South had changed into something alarming. “It was begun with the declaration that it was simply and only a war for the Constitution and the Union of our fathers,” spouted a Democrat orator early in 1864. But now, he continued, the war was “declared unblushingly ‘an abolition war.’ ”

			Nicholas was said to have at one time been a slave owner himself. Whether this was true or not, he held an ingrained racist bias that led him to question why his sons and other young men were fighting and dying in an endless war to free a people he believed were unsuited for anything but servitude. It wasn’t just the possible wholesale emancipation of the South’s slave population that Nicholas and others of his party were opposed to, however. There was the controversial suspension of habeas corpus by President Abraham Lincoln in 1862, and the passage of the Conscription Act by Congress the following year. Liberties taken for granted were no longer certain, and a government “of the people” appeared, to many Democrats, more like a people governed by tyrants. These Democrats pushed for an immediate end to the war. They were known as Copperheads, and Nicholas readily cast his lot with them.

			Nicholas’s political leanings were on full view in January 1864 when he came to the aid of a fellow Copperhead, John B. Hamilton, in a contested election for the office of Marion County clerk of the courts. Hamilton’s opponent, a man named Kruck, had cleverly slipped into the county building just before midnight on December 31 and ensconced himself in the clerk’s office. A few days later, Earp, as Pella’s marshal, and Hamilton arrived at the office to forcefully take possession of the county seal. A scuffle broke out, but as strong as Earp was, he couldn’t wrest the seal from Kruck’s hands. The noisy tug-of-war finally ended with the arrest of both Marshal Earp and Hamilton, presumably by the county sheriff. In the end, Kruck retained the seal and the office.

			This altercation seems to have been the tipping point for Earp and some of his fellow Copperheads in Marion County; they began making plans to emigrate to California in the spring. Nicholas resigned as Pella’s marshal on April 1, 1864, and six weeks later, the Earp family was on its way west with all their possessions crammed into a horse-drawn carriage and a prairie schooner pulled by three yoke of oxen. Little Virginia Earp had died in Pella three years earlier, but another daughter, Adelia, had been born in 1861. Twenty-two-year-old Jim Earp, his left arm unusable after being wounded early in the war, was making the journey with his family. Wyatt, now sixteen and standing close to six feet tall, was the ox team’s driver, known on western trails as a bullwhacker.

			Nicholas had also given Wyatt the role of meat hunter for the family. An excellent shot, Wyatt never had a firearm he could call his own. That changed for this trip when his father gave him a two-barreled muzzleloader: The top barrel was a .40-caliber rifle and the bottom a smoothbore for firing bird shot. “It was a cumbersome weapon,” remembered Wyatt, “but I thought more of it than any other I owned in later years…. The range of the rifle was not much greater than that of the shotgun; one hundred yards was certainly its limit for accurate work. But I was proud of that gun.”

			The Earps and the other families in their caravan ferried across the Missouri River at Omaha, Nebraska, at which time the train counted some forty wagons, a mere fraction of the more than five thousand teams—horses, mules, and oxen pulling all manner of wheeled conveyances—estimated to have crossed the Missouri so far that season. And the man elected to captain the train and its roughly 150 men, women, and children, was a fellow who could claim experience, who’d already made the trip to California: Nicholas Earp.

			The journey took seven long, grueling months, but the part that remained vivid in Wyatt’s mind more than sixty years later occurred west of Fort Laramie over nine days in July. Lakota, Cheyenne, and Arapaho warriors, angrily opposed to the thousands of emigrants passing through their lands, shooting their game, denuding their grasslands, and exhausting the wood fuel along their streams, attacked train after train. On July 12, they struck the Pella train shortly after it stopped to noon on the banks of the North Platte River.

			Forty-nine-year-old Sarah Rousseau, her husband, and three children were members of the train, and Sarah described the terrifying first moments of the attack in a diary: “Every man was for his gun and revolver, and to try to get the horses, as there was a regular stampede among them. They were terrified and running in every direction. The Indians would rush by on the bluffs, firing, and our men firing on them as they passed. Bullets flying in every direction, and horses frantically running as hard as they could.”

			Nicholas Earp shouted at Wyatt and Jim to round up the family’s stock. The brothers jumped on their horses and raced into the dust and confusion. As they attempted to drive what animals they could to the wagons, several warriors charged them. Wyatt and Jim slid off their mounts and began firing at their attackers, holding them off. The warrior party eventually galloped away with about fourteen of the train’s horses, and the Earps and several others pursued them. Their party followed for about three miles until, worried about being ambushed, they turned back.

			Two days and about twenty-seven miles later, Sarah Rousseau wrote in her diary that, “We are in the most dangerous part of the country now.” The train had made camp, and Wyatt and a companion were chosen as lookouts. The pair rode to a high bluff above the Platte, from where they soon heard voices coming from the stream. Wyatt and his fellow lookout carefully moved down toward the sounds until they spotted a dozen warriors on horseback riding in the middle of the river. Wyatt instantly brought up his gun to shoot, but his companion, fearful of initiating a fight when they were so outnumbered, grabbed Wyatt’s weapon. The warriors, however, were clearly heading to the camp, and they were likely part of a larger force. Wyatt knew he must warn the train. He jerked the gun away from his friend and fired. The crack of the rifle was plainly heard by Wyatt’s father, who immediately ordered the livestock driven into the wagon corral.

			Because of Wyatt, the emigrants were ready for the warriors’ charge. The men of the train waited until the warriors were well within range and, as Nicholas Earp described the affair in a letter some months later, “we commenced popping away at them and putting them to flite.” Nicholas then mounted a horse and led a pursuit of the warriors. It was a running skirmish for close to four miles before Earp and his men finally halted. Wyatt recalled that they succeeded in killing one of the attackers.

			In these fights on the Platte, young Wyatt Earp displayed the fearlessness that would come to define him as an adult. His violent encounters with Plains Indian warriors also marked the first time he fired a gun at a fellow human with the intent to kill, although, to be sure, few Euro-Americans at this time considered the Indigenous peoples of the West human. In fact, an army lieutenant coldly instructed Sarah Rousseau’s husband to “kill every Indian he saw, friend or foe.”

			The Pella train arrived at its California destination in mid-December 1864. In the final entry of her diary, Sarah Rousseau offered no celebratory statement, writing simply, “Reached San Bernardino about sundown.” Sarah’s daily jottings contain no mention of Wyatt—only occasionally did she make note of a fellow traveler’s name—but Nicholas Earp does appear from time to time, and not always in a positive light. From Sarah we learn that the Earp patriarch was quick-tempered, could curse as well or better than any man, liked his liquor, and was hard, even cruel, with the horses they depended upon. Nevertheless, Nicholas Earp, with all his flaws, did get his family and his Pella neighbors to Southern California.

			

			—

			Before the mule kick to the groin sent Nicholas Earp home from the Mexican War, he just may have crossed paths with a twenty-eight-year-old lieutenant from Griffin, Georgia, named Henry Burroughs Holliday. Both saw duty in and around the city of Xalapa, some seventy miles northwest of Vera Cruz, in November 1847. So did thousands of other American soldiers, of course, but, who knows, fate may have placed the two men in the same cantina—or brothel. Even if they didn’t rub shoulders, the father of Wyatt Earp and the father of John Henry “Doc” Holliday were never again so close as they were in Mexico.

			Like Nicholas Earp, Henry Holliday tried his hand at many things to make a living. In May 1840, he was one of forty Georgians to take out a peddler’s license. The license stated that young Henry was five feet, eight and one half inches tall with dark hair and blue eyes, a Holliday family trait. Ten years later, he was listed in the US census as a druggist. He would also dabble in real estate, buggies and furniture, and various types of horticulture, from grapes to pecan trees. Whether in Griffin or his later home of Valdosta, Georgia, Henry Holliday was always a respected member of the community, even serving a year’s term as Valdosta’s mayor. In later years, however, it was a different story behind that facade of success. Credit reports from the 1870s identify Henry as a failed businessman, having “no means” and “unreliable, not to be trusted.”

			Unlike Nicholas Earp, Holliday had no wife or children waiting for him when his Mexican War service ended. However, he did bring home to Griffin an eleven-year-old Mexican orphan to raise: Francisco Hidalgo. How many American soldiers returned from Mexico with an orphan is impossible to know, but it’s safe to say it was a highly unusual act. Then, on January 8, 1849, Holliday married Alice Jane McKey, age nineteen. The couple’s first child, Martha, died after living just six months. Their second, John Henry, was born in Griffin on August 14, 1851. Like his father, the boy had blue eyes.

			John Henry had been delivered by his father’s brother, Dr. John Stiles Holliday, a graduate of the Medical College of Georgia. And John Stiles was the first to notice that baby Holliday was born with a cleft palate. To repair the defect would necessitate a delicate and dangerous operation for the time. According to family lore, John Stiles sought the assistance of renowned Atlanta surgeon Crawford Long, a relative through marriage and a pioneer in the use of anesthesia. Together, John Stiles and Dr. Long performed the operation, and it could not have gone better. Young John Henry would have a mild speech impediment, but through frequent practicing of his words with his determined mother, he eventually overcame it.

			Described as a “quiet, well-mannered child,” John Henry grew up in a household bustling with relatives—particularly three doting aunts, sisters of his mother—and the enslaved. In 1850, the census taker recorded Henry Holliday as owning one slave. A decade later, he owned six, ranging in age from ten to forty-one. Henry’s brother, John Stiles Holliday, who lived in neighboring Fayette County, owned thirteen in 1860. And, according to the census, John Stiles’s place included two “slave houses” where they were quartered.

			It’s very likely that little John Henry’s view of slavery was similar to that of another boy born and raised in a slave state: Samuel Clemens, later to become famous as Mark Twain. “I was not aware that there was anything wrong about it,” Twain recollected about the “peculiar institution.” “No one arraigned it in my hearing; the local papers said nothing against it; the local pulpit taught us that God approved it, that it was a holy thing and that the doubter need only look in the Bible if he wished to settle his mind.”

			But while slavery might have seemed an accepted fact of life in the eyes of a white child in Georgia, the buying and selling of human beings, deeming them nothing more than chattel, had long been a source of divisiveness between North and South and would soon have fateful consequences. “Slavery was at the bottom of the trouble, no matter who may delude himself to the contrary,” admitted a former Confederate soldier about the Civil War. To this veteran’s mind, the quarreling between Northerners and Southerners, abolitionists and pro-slavery advocates, had lasted for so long and been so bitter that “a good blood-letting was the only way to put an end to it.”

			John Henry was just shy of his tenth birthday when the bloodletting began, and, like young Wyatt Earp, he witnessed close family members succumb to the war spirit, including his father and several uncles and cousins. Henry Holliday, now age forty-two, received a commission as a major and an appointment as an assistant quartermaster in the Twenty-Seventh Georgia Infantry. He left Griffin for the front in December 1861, but by the end of the following year, he was back home. Like numerous soldiers on both sides, it wasn’t a bullet that knocked Henry Holliday out of the war; it was disease. In his case, “Chronic Diarrhea and general disability.”

			By the spring of 1864, it was no secret that Union general William T. Sherman was preparing to launch a massive campaign to capture Atlanta, which was too close for comfort for Henry Holliday, who’d recovered his health. That April, Henry moved his family nearly two hundred miles south to Lowndes County. They took up residence a few miles north of the small town of Valdosta, in a gently rolling countryside checkered with croplands and forests of tall loblolly pines.

			John Henry doesn’t seem to have been happy about leaving Griffin, and their new home was hardly a joyful place because his mother was desperately ill. Alice Jane suffered from tuberculosis, the scourge of the nineteenth century, and was mostly bedridden. The disease finally killed her in September 1866. A religious woman, her last thoughts were for John Henry. Her lengthy obituary stated that she was “deeply anxious about the faith of her only child,” and that she’d had her “faith written so her boy might know what his mother believed.”

			Unfortunately, Henry Holliday seems to have been indifferent to his fifteen-year-old son’s emotional state following the death of his mother. Alice Jane had been in the dark ground but three months when Henry married the twenty-three-year-old daughter of a neighbor. Clearly, Henry had been aware of the young lady for some time, but failing to observe a widower’s customary twelve-month mourning period was, at best, disrespectful to his dead wife—at worst, scandalous. Next Henry moved his family to Valdosta, into a house owned by his new wife’s father. All of this, according to a family member, made John Henry “quite sullen.”

			John Henry’s relationship with his father and stepmother was strained to be sure, but townspeople and schoolmates at the pretentious-sounding Valdosta Institute fondly recalled a different side of the young man. They said he was “mischievous but not mean; he was polite, good-natured, well reared, but firm and brave. He never receded from any position taken by him. He was slow, but sure, and when the pinch came he was ready for the last inch.”

			

			—

			John Henry greatly admired his uncle, John Stiles, and expressed a desire to become a physician like him. His uncle, however, dissatisfied with the state of the study of medicine at that time, encouraged his nephew to take up dentistry. That decided it. John Henry chose one of the best dental schools in the country, the Pennsylvania College of Dental Surgery in Philadelphia, where he began his studies in September 1870. Among the several requirements to graduate, dental students needed to complete a minimum of two full courses of lectures (at $100 per course), serve an internship with a private practice, and write a thesis.

			A year and a half later, having submitted a thesis titled “Diseases of the Teeth,” John Henry Holliday received the degree of Doctor of Dental Surgery. Sometime before his graduation, perhaps to commemorate the important occasion, John Henry visited the Philadelphia photographic gallery of Oliver B. De Morat and had his image made. Only one carte de visite photograph of the twenty-year-old Georgian survives from that visit. On the reverse of the photo, written in the proud graduate’s own hand, is “J. H. Holliday D.D.S./Valdosta Georgia.” It’s the earliest known portrait as an adult of the man who would eventually become known throughout the American West as Doc Holliday.
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					The Pennsylvania College of Dental Surgery, Philadelphia, where Holliday obtained his dental degree.

					(Public domain image, author’s collection)
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					John Henry Holliday from a carte de visite by Philadelphia photographer Oliver B. De Morat, circa 1872.

					(Public domain image, author’s collection)

				
			
			With degree in hand, John Henry chose to begin his dental career in Atlanta. His favorite uncle, John Stiles, had relocated with his family to the state’s capital, and John Henry was warmly welcomed into their household. By the summer of 1872, he’d secured a position in the office of Atlanta dentist Arthur C. Ford, but it wasn’t long before he began exhibiting a number of the symptoms of a consumptive: persistent coughing, fever, fatigue, weight loss, and night sweats. After a careful examination, John Stiles confirmed that John Henry was indeed suffering from tuberculosis, which he’d almost certainly contracted from his mother.

			This was disturbing news for the Holliday family. A macabre joke published in the Atlanta Constitution that same year aptly conveyed the sad reality for many of those afflicted with the disease:

			A gentleman meeting a friend who was wasting away with consumption, exclaimed:

			“Aw, my dear fellow, how slow you walk.”

			“Yes,” replied the consumptive, “I walk slow, but I am going fast.”

			John Henry, of course, had witnessed firsthand his mother painfully wasting away. He had few options for treatment, but if he did nothing, that nightmare was unquestionably his future.

			With the discovery of penicillin still decades in the future, the most commonly recommended treatment for consumptives in the nineteenth century was a sojourn in the West. Sometimes called the “prairie cure,” it was believed that the abundant sunshine and rarified atmosphere of the western plains and mountains were a true panacea for nearly any illness. John Stiles offered that California would be a good place for his nephew to seek his health. However, Henry Holliday wanted his son to try Texas.

			Texas was an odd choice—the Lone Star State’s climate, especially the eastern half, wasn’t that much different from Atlanta’s—and why Henry Holliday argued for it is unknown. It may have been little more than the fact that Texas was another southern state and not nearly as far away from home as California. In any event, early in the summer of 1873, Dr. John Henry Holliday packed his wardrobe and dental tools and started west, destination Dallas.

			Another story exists in Holliday lore, however, that purports to explain why the young dentist left Georgia, and it has nothing to do with tuberculosis. The most well-known version was related by none other than William Barclay “Bat” Masterson, who was more than just an acquaintance of Doc Holliday. According to Masterson, Holliday and his friends had a favorite swimming hole on the Withlacoochee River just outside Valdosta, a swimming hole that was also popular with local Black youth. One day, Holliday and his buddies decided it wouldn’t do to share the spot with the Black swimmers, and they let it be known that in the future the Black swimmers would have to do their frolicking somewhere downstream. Not surprisingly, the Black men weren’t about to go along with this plan, and they told the Holliday party that if they didn’t like sharing, they themselves could find a new spot.

			This defiant response, the story goes, enraged John Henry and his friends. John Henry bided his time for a few days until a Sunday afternoon when the swimming hole was crowded with Black swimmers, splashing and laughing. Suddenly, a menacing-looking John Henry appeared on the riverbank, a double-barreled shotgun gripped in his hands.

			“Get out and be quick about it,” John Henry shouted.

			As he brought the gun to his shoulder, the swimmers scrambled out of the water, some slipping and falling into one another. John Henry waited until several of the swimmers were bunched together and jerked both triggers. Flame and smoke belched from both barrels, and two young men dropped lifeless into the mud. Several others continued running and yelling, blood oozing from multiple buckshot wounds. According to Masterson’s tale, the local authorities weren’t overly concerned about the dead Black men, but John Henry’s family thought it wise for the young man to absent himself from the area for a time to let things quiet down.

			No contemporary newspaper reports or legal documents have been found that confirm this horrifying episode, which supposedly occurred sometime in 1872. However, slightly different versions of the incident did circulate among John Henry’s kin, with some claiming that Holliday only fired over the heads of the swimmers to scare them. In any event, the truth of what happened that day on the Withlacoochee River will likely never be known, but it’s probably safe to say that John Henry Holliday, unlike Mark Twain, never rose above the prejudices of his youth. Few Southerners did.

			He would feel right at home, then, in the Dallas of 1873.

		

	
		
			
				Two

				The Peoria Bummer and the Dissipated Dentist

			
			
				There are different kinds and qualities of the bummer species. Some are whiskey bummers, some are boardinghouse bummers, and some are bummers on general principles.

				Rocky Mountain News, May 23, 1862

			

			Lamar, Missouri

			January 16, 1870

			It was a Monday, and Wyatt Earp, twenty-one years old, stood before the township’s justice of the peace, who happened to be his father. Next to Wyatt stood his bride, Arella Sutherland, age twenty and the daughter of the owner of the town’s Exchange Hotel. How the couple met wasn’t preserved in family lore, nor is much of anything known of the newlyweds’ short time together. In the first book-length biography of Earp, author Stuart Lake wrote that Wyatt was “loyal to the young love, in a manner and from a sentiment which few of his casual associates could have fathomed.” How Lake came to know this is another mystery, for Wyatt was tightlipped when it came to his time in Lamar, and there is no mention of Arella in either Wyatt’s recollections given to John Flood or his limited correspondence with Lake.

			Nevertheless, Wyatt’s wedding day marked an early high point in his life, and it had come quickly. Just a year and a half earlier, Nicholas Earp uprooted his family yet again and traveled overland from California to the western edge of the Missouri Ozarks, where he owned a piece of land. The Earps settled in the small town of Lamar, the Barton County seat. Bushwhackers burned the town during the Civil War, but the population had rebounded to about eight hundred by the time the Earps arrived. Nicholas opened a combination bakery and small grocery on Lamar’s square, and, just like he’d done in other towns, he speedily inserted himself as a community mover and shaker.
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					Lamar, Missouri, 1886. Although this stereo view was made several years after Wyatt’s departure, the town had changed little in that time. Note the dirt street.

					(Author’s collection)

				
			
			Sometime in 1869, Nicholas had been appointed Lamar’s only lawman. But in November of that year, he resigned the constable position to accept the office of the township’s justice of the peace. Immediately after accepting Nicholas’s resignation, the Barton County Circuit Court appointed Wyatt Earp to fill the vacancy of town constable. It was the beginning of Wyatt’s off-and-on career as an officer of the law. He had absolutely no experience, of course, but he’d observed his father perform the duties of constable and marshal in Monmouth, Pella, and, more recently, Lamar—although an argument could be made that maybe Nicholas Earp wasn’t the best example of a lawman to emulate. But there was something about young Wyatt, a certain sureness, perhaps, that suggested he was fully suited for the task. The town’s newspaper, the South-West Missourian, offered that it was a good appointment and that “law-breakers had better look out.”

			Lamar was situated in a beautiful country, a mixture of hardwood forests; prairie lands; small, tilled fields, and orchards. It wasn’t a hotbed of crime, but Wyatt had plenty to keep him busy. Stolen horses, public drunkenness, and fistfights weren’t uncommon, and the area did indeed experience the occasional murder. Wyatt made arrests, served summonses on witnesses for court cases, and, if needed, was present in the courtroom. He also collected taxes as called for by both county and town ordinances. One such ordinance stipulated that a tax of fifty dollars be levied upon circuses performing within the county and ten dollars for juggling and sleight of hand shows, with the monies earmarked for the county’s Common School Fund. Two circuses came to Lamar in 1870: James T. Johnson & Co.’s circus that July and the Hemmings, Cooper, & Whitby circus and menagerie in September. Both circuses featured juggling or sleight of hand shows, and Wyatt took in a total of $130 in taxes.

			In August 1870, Constable Wyatt Earp bought a house in Lamar for $50, just one house down from that of his parents. His next-door neighbors were his half brother, Newton, and family. That ended up being a very interesting, and presumably very awkward, arrangement, for in the November election, Newton inexplicably ran against brother Wyatt for town constable. Wyatt won with 137 votes to Newton’s 108.

			Things couldn’t have been going better for Wyatt, it seems—until they weren’t. Arella Earp died suddenly. Possibly of typhus, but no one knows for sure. On November 7, Wyatt sold his house, and some weeks later, he became a ghost. Not only did Wyatt go missing, but so did the tax money he’d collected from the circuses. The following March, the Barton County attorney filed for a judgment not only against Wyatt but also his three sureties, the men who’d pledged to back a $1,000 bond required the moment Wyatt took office. That $1,000 was payable if Wyatt failed to faithfully perform his duties, which, obviously, included remitting all tax monies he collected. This created quite the predicament for the Earps, as one of the sureties was Wyatt’s father, and another was Wyatt’s uncle, Jonathan.
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					The Hemmings, Cooper & Whitby Circus was one of two circuses to perform in Lamar in 1870. Wyatt, as Lamar constable, collected taxes from both shows but failed to turn the monies over to the county treasury. This advertisement is from the South-West Missourian, August 25, 1870. (Public domain image, author’s collection)

				
			
			The county attorney offered up another revelation when he asserted in his filing that Nicholas Earp was preparing to skip town. He was right. Nicholas owed money he couldn’t pay, and lawsuits against him were piling up. So, just like in Monmouth years before, he and his family packed up their things and hurriedly left Lamar, creditors be damned. Several months later, the sheriff sold their home at public auction. It was an inglorious exit for a man who was thought so highly of that, just a year earlier, he’d been charged with hand delivering to the Barton County Circuit Court a citizens petition requesting that the town of Lamar be incorporated.

			To be generous, Wyatt Earp’s fall from grace may have resulted from difficulty in coping with his wife’s death. Yet the circuses’ taxes had been collected before Arella died. Another possibility is that Wyatt gave the missing tax money to his debt-stricken father, intending to pay it back when he could. That is, until the death of his dear Arella changed everything. Whatever the circumstances, Wyatt did not leave Lamar with pocketfuls of cash. If he’d had money, one would like to think he would’ve spent it on a permanent headstone for Arella’s grave. Even a simple stone would have signified that she once lived and was loved. But her grave in the town cemetery was forgotten, and Wyatt apparently erased her from his memory as well.

			

			—

			Wyatt Earp didn’t have any business in Indian Territory, and he certainly wasn’t Cherokee. But if you were a white man looking to stay clear of certain legal proceedings against you, the Cherokee Nation was a good place to hide, and it was only a three days’ ride from Lamar. That’s where Wyatt headed, and that’s also where he made the mistake of becoming a horse thief.

			Particulars of what led up to the crime aren’t known, but court documents disclose a good deal of the story. Somewhere near Fort Gibson, at the end of March 1871, Wyatt and two companions stole two horses valued at about a hundred dollars each. On April 1, an arrest warrant for Wyatt and one of his cohorts (the second was already in custody) was issued from the US Court for the Western District of Arkansas in Van Buren. Deputy US Marshal Jacob Owens put together a posse of four men and immediately started west into Indian Territory.

			Although Wyatt would one day become adept at evading a posse, that day was a long way off. Marshal Owens easily apprehended the wanted men two hundred miles into the Cherokee Nation and presented them before the court in Van Buren less than two weeks later. They were arraigned on the thirteenth, and as bail was set at an out-of-reach $500 each, Wyatt and his accomplices were given free lodging in the federal jail. There they awaited their day in court. But, as days turned into weeks, Wyatt became less and less interested in leaving his fate to a jury. Some of the prisoners cooped up in the jailhouse with Wyatt didn’t care to stick around, either. They devised a plan of escape.

			Most jails in the western country were makeshift affairs—newspapers were filled with stories of one jailbreak after another. Even Constable Earp had three prisoners escape from him in Lamar when they climbed up through the collapsed roof of an abandoned building he was using as the town calaboose. And interestingly enough, escaping through the roof was the same plan he and his fellow inmates came up with in Van Buren. On May 3, 1871, then, Earp and six other prisoners housed on the jail’s upper floor climbed through a hole in the ceiling rafters they’d made the day before. Passing through the crawl space beneath the roof, they made their way to the back of the building and pried enough stones from the wall to create a gap big enough for a man to squeeze through.

			The prisoners had tied several blankets together to make a rope, and they dropped this out through the opening and climbed down twenty feet to the jail yard. A fence surrounded the yard, but the men easily scooped the dirt out from underneath it and gained their freedom. This all took place in broad daylight, and yet it was two to three hours before the lone guard realized his wards were missing. In a statement of the obvious, the Van Buren Press commented that, “it is apparent there was general carelessness on the part of the keepers of the jail, for if the guard had been on watch it would have been impossible for them to have made their escape.”

			The Press published the seven prisoners’ names, which included one W. S. Earp, and described them as “all desperate characters” and “all bad men.” Indeed, two of the escapees had been charged with murder. A posse started on the trail of the fugitives, but only one of the prisoners was later reported recaptured. Wyatt made a beeline for Indian Territory, just five miles distant, and it seems some of his jail mates accompanied him.

			More than two decades later, Wyatt related to a Denver journalist an episode from his flight through the Cherokee Nation, although he cleverly set his tale during the Civil War to keep his shameful Van Buren trouble secret. Wyatt told the journalist that he and his companions were making their way north on horseback, traveling only at night, when they halted just south of Vinita, approximately 140 miles from Van Buren. Here they decided to split up. If a posse was on their trail—and they were convinced one was—there wouldn’t be manhunters enough to chase each individual fugitive.

			Wyatt slipped into Vinita alone and began looking in the darkness for stables or corrals. After several days of hard riding, his horse was completely played out. Wyatt needed another mount. He eventually came to a large corral that held a good number of mules. All were young except “one old fellow that was quiet and gentle.” Wyatt saddled and bridled the old mule, climbed aboard, kicked his spurs into the animal’s flanks, and galloped off into the darkness.

			Two miles out of town, Wyatt pulled on the reins and halted, and that’s when he heard them: horses coming up on his back trail. They were maybe a half mile away, but there was no mistaking that sound. It was either the feared posse or the mule’s owner and friends giving chase. Wyatt guided the old mule off the road and into some nearby bushes. Fortunately, no moon hung in the sky, and the night was black as ink. Maybe his pursuers would ride past him in the darkness, he thought. Wyatt listened as the sound of hoofbeats grew closer and closer. His heart sank, though, as he guessed how many riders were in the party: perhaps as many as fifty! The riders stopped in the road opposite where Wyatt was hiding, and he thought he heard the low whispers of the men.

			“I felt sure I had been discovered,” Wyatt recalled, “and did not know exactly what to do. A few of the horsemen started in the direction of me, and then the old mule I was on made a noise. This was the signal for a charge, and the entire company started after me like a flash. I drove the spurs into my mule and went headlong into the darkness, determined to give them a race. Not a word was said and not a shot fired, but I felt that I was in a tight place, and prepared to sell my life dearly.”

			The chase continued into a patch of woods, which made the night even blacker. Limb after small limb slapped Wyatt’s face as he blindly tried to flee, and while the going must have been just as difficult for the party following, they somehow seemed to be surrounding Wyatt. Wyatt abruptly halted and slid down from his mule. There was still a slight chance he could sneak away on foot. But just then Wyatt’s mule brayed, and suddenly the woods erupted with a cacophony of braying.

			“The whole company of supposed horsemen rushed rapidly in the direction of my mule,” Wyatt remembered, “and I was soon surrounded by a gang of young mules. There was not a rider upon any of the animals! They were the mules I had left at the corral, and had followed their leader, which I had appropriated.”

			In his hurry to get out of Vinita with a stolen mule, Wyatt had neglected to shut the corral gate behind him. This tale may be a “Wyatt whopper,” but how he got shed of all those mules, he never said.

			

			—

			Wyatt Earp was pretty good at covering his tracks when it came to the more sordid parts of his past, or so he thought. Skipping over his shameful horse thief interlude, he told John Flood and Stuart Lake that he next got hired on with a surveying crew in Indian Territory. Then, beginning in the fall of 1871, he became a buffalo hunter on the Kansas plains. “[B]uyers of hides and meat were falling all over one another to pay cash to the hunter for every animal he could kill,” he recalled. “My long jaunt through the Indian Nations had shown me the possibilities for a skillful buffalo hunter.”

			By his own account, Wyatt killed a slew of buffalo, making $2,500 the first winter and roughly the same amount for his winter of 1872–73 harvest, after which he quit the business.

			Flood and Lake had no reason to question what Earp told them, and Earp may very well have spent time as a surveyor and a buffalo hunter—just not the whole time. Later historians, tediously sifting through city directories and newspaper back issues, tracked Wyatt to Peoria, Illinois, in 1872. As they discovered, Wyatt’s older brother Virgil was living in Peoria as early as 1870 and working a steady job as a bartender. It made sense, then, that Wyatt would go there, and it didn’t hurt that it was a good six hundred miles from federal authorities in Arkansas. Wyatt brought along brother Morgan, making the reunion a real family affair.

			A prosperous city of approximately twenty-three thousand people, Peoria fronted the slow-moving Illinois River. It was principally known for its several distilleries, producing more than five million gallons of whiskey annually. (Not surprisingly, Peoria acquired the moniker “Whiskey Capital of the World.”) But Peoria was also known for something else: prostitutes. Understandably, prostitution wasn’t something municipal leaders were especially proud of, and early in 1872, they determined to drive the bagnios (‘ban-yōs) from the city, “root and branch.” A January 13 report from Peoria published in the Chicago Tribune proclaimed that, “Chief of Police [Samuel] Gill ‘has commenced pulling houses of ill fame, swooping down on two of them last night with his force, and arraigning the inmates in the Police Court this morning.’ ”

			The following month, the press reported yet another raid by Chief Gill and his men, this time on the bagnio of Jane Haspel on Hamilton Street. Gill arrested three men. Two of the men arrested, the Peoria Daily Transcript tells us, were Wyatt and Morgan Earp. A police complaint filed on February 26, 1872, charged the Earp brothers with “keeping and being found at a house of ill-fame.” Just how Wyatt fell into the sex trade isn’t known, but according to the Peoria city directory for 1872–73, Wyatt was residing in the same dwelling as Madam Haspel, around the corner from her bagnio.

			This part of Peoria, its Fourth Ward, is often referred to as the city’s red-light district, but that’s misleading. Yes, more than one brothel operated in that section of town, but a look at the 1870 US census reveals that also living within the Fourth Ward, side by side with the few brothels, were families with children, tradesmen, dressmakers, mechanics, schoolteachers, merchants, and more. The “social evil” was a part of the everyday life of Peoria (or, rather, nightlife), just as it was in numerous other cities and towns of that era. And while Chief Gill was doing his best to crack down on the houses of ill repute, their proprietors, their women, and their customers weren’t going away easily. That included Wyatt, who seems to have become quite taken with the business.

			Wyatt and Morgan were again arrested on May 9, 1872, this time at “that hotbed of iniquity, the McClellan Institute.” They each received fines of $44.55. The Transcript reported that as the Earp brothers “had not the money and would not work, they languished in the cold and silent calaboose.” Sometime after this arrest, Wyatt transferred his felonious activities to a river craft known locally as the “Beardstown gunboat,” a floating house of ill fame. But even this singular enterprise, perhaps the true definition of a pleasure boat, could not escape the intrepid Chief Gill and his men. The officers raided the brothel on September 7, arresting seven men and six women.

			“They were the quietest set of bawds and pimps [the police] ever handled,” reported the Peoria Daily National Democrat, “they felt so cheap at their unexpected capture…. Some of the women are said to be good looking, but all appear to be terribly depraved.” The captain of the boat and Wyatt Earp, whom the paper referred to derogatorily as “the Peoria bummer,” were each fined $43.15. And there was more. Among the women arrested was one who gave her name as Sarah Earp. She said she was Wyatt’s wife.

			It’s been suggested that Sarah was the eighteen-year-old daughter of Jane Haspel, which would explain Wyatt’s living arrangements as revealed in the Peoria city directory. To date, however, no Illinois marriage record for Wyatt Earp has surfaced. Of course, Wyatt would have two more wives in his future, and marriage records don’t exist for them, either. As an old resident of the Arizona mining town of Tombstone in the early 1880s explained, “People very seldom got married there. They simply lived together like man and wife. This was the common practice or custom. The man would call her his wife, and she would be called Mrs. so and so.”

			Wyatt’s Peoria sojourn lasted maybe a year. His name didn’t appear again in the Peoria papers after his September arrest, nor was he listed in the next city directory. By the summer of 1873, he’d drifted west—with his “wife.” They landed in Kansas, where no one knew a federal warrant existed for Wyatt, where no one recognized him as the Peoria bummer. And that’s just the way twenty-five-year-old Wyatt Earp wanted it.

			

			—

			That same summer, John Henry Holliday struck up a partnership with Dallas dentist John A. Seegar, a fellow Georgia native who’d been recommended by an Atlanta colleague. Seegar, John Henry’s senior by twenty years, had a well-established practice in this booming city of eight thousand, but the addition of a bright young partner gave the firm a leg up on the competition. That October, Seegar & Holliday entered their work at the annual fair of the North Texas Agricultural, Mechanical, and Blood Stock Association, and the judges were duly impressed. They recognized Seegar & Holliday with best set of teeth in gold, best set of teeth on vulcanized rubber, and best display of artificial teeth and dental ware. John Henry Holliday, just twenty-two years old, was an award-winning dentist!

			Unfortunately, John Henry was becoming increasingly obsessed with another kind of winning, the kind that took place at a card table. Dallas was “a typical frontier town in everything the term implied,” observed Bat Masterson, and gambling was “the principle and best paying industry of the town at the time.” Early on, Holliday had done his utmost to resist the temptation of Dallas’s saloons and gambling establishments, of which the town was overly blessed. “I attended the Methodist Church regularly,” Holliday would say later. “I was a member of the Methodist Church there and also a prominent member of a temperance organization.” That lasted, he added solemnly, “till I deviated from the path of rectitude.”

			According to Masterson, the “hectic Georgian had always shown a fondness for all things in which the elements of chance played an important part.” The allure of those gambling halls, then, was simply too much for John Henry to withstand. It was all he thought about. “In a short time, those who wished to consult professionally with the doctor,” wrote Masterson, “had to do so over a card table in some nearby gambling establishment, or not at all.” It was in the gambling dens and saloons of Dallas and nearby Fort Worth that the young dentist became known simply as Doc or Doc Holliday.

			How much, if any, a notion of fatalism played a role in Doc’s descent at this time, cursed as he
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