
[image: frn_fig_001]


[image: frn_fig_002]



  FRONTIER JUSTICE IN THE WILD WEST


  BUNGLED, BIZARRE, AND FASCINATING EXECUTIONS


  R. MICHAEL WILSON


    [image: frn_fig_003]


T W O D O T ®


  GUILFORD, CONNECTICUT
HELENA, MONTANA


  AN IMPRINT OF ROWMAN & LITTLEFIELD


  A • T W O D O T® • B O O K


  Copyright © 2007 by R. Michael Wilson


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted by the 1976 Copyright Act or by the publisher.


  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK


  TwoDot is a registered trademark of Rowman & Littlefield.


  Text design by Lisa Reneson, Two Sisters Design
Map by Lisa Reneson © Rowman & Littlefield


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in- Publication Data is available on file.
ISBN 978-0-7627-4389-6
Printed in the United States of America


    [image: frn_fig_004]


    [image: Alberta Sctskatchewan British Columbia WASHINGTON nor ™ DAKOTA MONTANA  OREGON Sheridan' Deadwood SOUTH DAKOTA IDAHO Yankton WYOMING. • Virginia City • Carson ° Sek sUKe ‘ay • City Cheyenne( NEBRASKA Denver UTAH NEVADA COLORADO M ountain Meadows KANSAS \ CUIFORNTA • h Springs • Prescott | Clayton • OKLAHOMA ARIZONA NEW MEXICO Tombstone Bisbee, TEXAS MEXICO]


  Contents


  Acknowledgments


  Introduction


  Frenchman Hanged for Murdering a “Lady,” April 24, 1868


  Moore and His Gang Lynched in Laramie, October 18, 1868


  Escaped Convicts Meet Their Fate, September 27, 1871


  “Buffalo Curly” Assassinates “Wild Bill,” March 1, 1877


  John D. Lee Pays for the Mountain Meadows Massacre, March 23, 1877


  The Pickled Parrott, March 22, 1881


  The Pond Brothers Lynched by Vigilantes, May 23, 1881


  Gilbert and Rosengrants Hanged By Double “Twitch-Up” Gallows, July 29, 1881


  One Lynched and Five Hanged for the Bisbee Massacre, March 28, 1884


  Poor Andy! From Slave to Grave, July 27, 1886


  First Woman Hanged in Nevada, June 20, 1890


  Enoch Davis Dies by Firing Squad, September 14, 1894


  Wife Murderer Charles H. Thiede Hanged, August 7, 1896


  Parker Punished for the Jailbreak Murder, June 10, 1898


  A Hanging Done Right, June 24, 1898


  Beheaded by the Noose, April 25, 1901


  The Last Hanging in Prescott, Arizona, July 31, 1903


  The Hanging of an Innocent Man? November 20, 1903


  Bibliography


  About the Author


    [image: Acknowledgments]



  It is always a pleasure after a book has been researched, compiled, written and copyedited, to acknowledge those organizations that have made the work possible. Frontier Justice is no exception and could not have been completed without the support and assistance of the following:


  The American Medical Association Archives; the Arizona State Historical Society; the Arizona Territorial Prison Historic State Park; the Carbon County (Wyoming) Museum; the Colorado State Historical Society; the Denver (Colorado) Public Library; the Idaho State Historical Society; the Nebraska State Historical Society; the Nevada State Archives; the Nevada State Historical Society; the Rio Grande County (Colorado) Museum; Sharlot Hall Museum in Prescott, Arizona; the South Dakota State Historical Society; the Utah History Research Center; and the Wyoming State Archives. Special recognition is due to artist Eileen Hayes Skibo.


    [image: Introduction]


  FRONTIER JUSTICE WAS COMPARATIVELY SWIFT, usually fair, and frequently brutal. On the frontier, justice took many forms, and hanging was arguably the most popular. The practice of hanging heinous criminals came to America with the Europeans and continued into the western territories with the pioneers. Typically, only premeditated first-degree murder resulted in a legal execution; to accommodate lesser crimes, lighter punishments were devised. Contrary to popular belief, vigilantes usually applied justice with the same overarching set of constraints.


  As the population of the West swelled and towns sprang up overnight, jails were often the last structures erected. Petty criminals could be held under close guard for short periods in any secure structure, but in those early days it was more practical to chain a man to a rock, heavy log, or tree. Minor offenses could also be effectively curtailed by banishing the wrongdoer. As an example, soon after Cheyenne, Wyoming, was established in 1868, one of the local newspapers published a list of undesirable characters along with a warning that they either leave town or face the wrath of the vigilantes. The “posted” men packed their belongings and moved westward to the Union Pacific Railroad’s end of the track at Laramie.


  Offenses such as selling liquor to Indians generally resulted in brutal, though not lethal, treatment. On January 4, 1880, the Virginia City (Nevada) Territorial Enterprise reported that Tom Rogers had been selling whiskey to Indians near Reno, Nevada. He had been flogged for this offense and ordered to leave town. Rogers did not heed the warning, however, and the citizens promptly captured him, rode him around town on a rail, and then applied tar and feathers.


  The same punishment had been meted out to W. J. Jones in Reno fifteen months earlier. Jones, who had a profitable wholesale liquor business called Hedge & Company, had established an illegal still and earned a reputation as one of the most skillful “mixers” in the trade. The citizens of Reno, determined to put an end to Jones’s illegal activities, tarred and feathered him before sending him out on the westbound train for Truckee, California. On September 22, 1878, the Truckee Republican reported:


  We saw the victim Thursday night on the overland train. He was in a truly pitiable condition. Coal tar, or gas tar, had been used, and used freely. This substance blisters like a mustard plaster. The cuticle will peel off of Mr. Jones just as if he had been boiled. His hair and the wound on his head was filled with tar. The hair stuck out in all directions, or at least a mass of tar stuck out. The sockets of his eyes were level full with solid tar, which seemed to have been poured into them and allowed to cool. His whiskers seemed a large, unshapely mass of tar. His face, neck, and, we are told, his entire body, had a thick coating. The Vigilantes kindly clothed him before putting him on the train. The sight might have been ludicrous, if it had not been agonizing. The train was nearly three hours in reaching Truckee. The pain endured by the poor fellow was excruciating. Sightless, helpless, coated with a horrid, odoriferous substance, he sat silently, with his head bowed over. Occasionally his fingers would grasp spasmodically at the open air. Sometimes his body would twitch nervously, as if from the pain he endured. Arriving at Truckee, Grandison Jones [no relation] and another colored man were put to work to remove the tar. It was an hour before Dr. R. J. Goss was called and the linseed oil which he prescribed obtained. Everybody who saw the poor wretch pitied him. The very men who performed the deed would have pitied him. His sufferings were extreme. His eyes were fairly burning up. No one ever heard before of putting tar on a man’s face and in his eyes. For six hours two men worked faithfully neutralizing the tar and removing it from his body. We saw him this morning. His eyes were terribly inflamed. It is doubtful if he ever recovers his sight. It is feared the eye balls have been burned and blistered and forever destroyed.


  Clearly, it was not unusual for vigilantes to veer toward the gruesome and sadistic in devising punishments for lawbreakers. When a man was suspected of a crime, it was all too common a practice to bind his wrists and ankles, place a noose about his neck, and hoist him up until he was unconscious. He would then be lowered, revived, and questioned until he confessed. Some prisoners braved this ordeal three or four times, and only weakened when told that the next “lift” would be their last if they did not say what was desired. John Burns spoke from personal experience:


  Some time during the war ruffians, who desired to be thought [bush] whackers, came upon me at my house, intending to compel me to give up some money I was supposed to have. I had none, and told them so, but they did not believe me and their next move was to cut a cord out of a bedstead, tie one end around my neck, throw the other over a joist overhead, and pull me up till my feet were clear of the floor. This they did four times, questioning me between whiles. I lost consciousness every time as soon as my feet left the floor but felt no pain at any time, and after the second hoist I meant to sham continued insensibility when they let me drop again, since to lower me they just let go the rope and I fell to the floor, but this was beyond my power. My first consciousness was that I had raised my body to a sitting position, which put shamming out of the question. I experienced no pain when the rope tightened, nor when I was suspended, nor after I was released, except the soreness caused on my skin by the chafing of the rope.


  In contrast to a legal execution, a person hanged in a lynching experienced a slow process of strangulation similar to that which occurred in a suicide by hanging. In 1872 a Paris Gaulois correspondent, determined to end it all, drove a nail into a wall, attached a loop of cord, stood on a chair, and placed his head in the noose. After kicking the chair away, he hung from his self-made noose until he was saved by a friend, who arrived unexpectedly and held him until the rope could be cut down. The correspondent was revived and later related his experience in an article titled “How It Feels To Be Hanged”:


  The immediate consequent sensation was very strange. From the soles of my feet to the crown of my head a sort of general mixing up of the fluids of the body ensued. Suddenly there flashed before my eyes a sparkling, dancing light of a color which was difficult to describe, but in which a sober red predominated. Presently the flashing light concentrated at a single focus, and thence spread away into space in ripples such as are made in a pond when a stone is cast into it. At the same time a fearful weight pressed upon my head—a compression, as if my temples were tightly bound in a ring of iron. My hands and feet were full of pins and needles. Needles without number seemed to pass out of the ends of my fingers by a process of continual expulsion. Then came a terrible “snapping” at the nape of my neck, and along my spine there passed a wriggling which 1 could only compare to a small serpent forcing a passage along the vertebrae. My last sensation was one of acute pain at the throat and shoulder blades, and finally came a state of perfect unconsciousness.


  In the earliest days of western frontier justice, legal hangings were conducted using a stout limb and a rope. A wagon and team were used to launch the condemned person into eternity. This method was no more effective than a lynching, as it provided no drop to dislocate the vertebrae. As a result, several early hangings were badly bungled affairs. In New Mexico, for instance, the first legal hanging of a woman on the frontier was a fiasco from beginning to end.


  Pablita Sandoval had murdered her lover, a married man with five children. Sentenced to hang, and ordered to pay the cost of her execution and burial, she was led out of her cell on April 26, 1861, by Sheriff Antonio Herrera. He seated the woman on her coffin in a wagon, then drove the wagon beneath a limb, hurriedly adjusted the noose, jumped back onto the wagon seat, and whipped up the horses. Only at that moment did the sheriff realize that he had neglected to bind Sandoval’s arms and legs. As she struggled to pull herself up, the sheriff, using all his weight, pulled down on her legs. Several outraged spectators cut the rope before the sheriff warned them off with his six-shooter. The death warrant, which required that Sandoval be “hanged until dead,” was read, and the sheriff backed the team under the limb again and tied another noose. He lifted Sandoval into the wagon, pinioned her arms and legs, and held her up until the noose was adjusted. He took but a moment to examine his work before driving the wagon out a second time. This time around, the law was satisfied.


  In later legal executions, the goal was a quick, humane death. This was accomplished in a hanging by the violent dislocation of the cervical vertebrae. One of the most distasteful duties during an execution was to spring the trapdoor or release the counterpoise weight, and thus initiate the hanging process. Various means were devised over time to relieve a person of that duty. When Tom Horn was hanged in 1903, Cheyenne architect James P Julian designed a device whereby the weight of the condemned man upon the trapdoor sprang a plug from a washbasin. When the water flowed out, the weight of sandbags on the opposite side tipped a lever that pulled the support for the trapdoor.


  The rope used in hangings was typically made of hemp because the strands were longer and stronger than flax. The rope had to be thick enough so that, even after stretching, it wouldn’t cut into the condemned’s neck. To remove elasticity, the rope was soaked in water and stretched by a heavy weight. It was always tested for the condemned’s weight, usually by dropping a comparable weight the required distance through the trapdoor. The loops of the noose were not a set number, but seven loops were most often used—though on occasion a hangman might use anywhere from five to thirteen. The noose was lubricated— usually with soap, grease, or wax—to facilitate sliding and cinching of the rope.


  After the noose was positioned around the neck of the condemned, the knot was placed under the left ear. This caused the head to snap backward, dislocating the vertebrae. If the knot was placed under the right ear, the head would snap forward and a slow strangulation would occur. Typically, a hanged man remained suspended until an attending physician pronounced him dead.


  Every hanging was unique, but Dr. D. S. Lamb, an ex-surgeon of the United States Army who studied the subject, reported on the three “stages through which the victim passes” in an 1894 issue of the St. Louis Globe-Democrat:


  In the first stage the victim passes into a partial stupor lasting from thirty seconds to two minutes, but this is generally governed by the length of the drop, the weight of the body, and the tightness of the constriction. There is absolutely no pain in this stage; the feeling is rather one of pleasure. The subjective symptoms described are intense heat in the head, brilliant flashes of light in the eyes, deafening sounds in the ears and a heavy numb feeling in the lungs. In the second stage the subject passes into unconsciousness and convulsions usually occur. In the third stage all is quiet except the beating of the heart. Just before death the agitation is renewed, but in a different way from that in the second state. The feet are raised, the tongue has a peculiar spasm, the chest heaves, the eyes protrude from the orbits and oscillate from side to side, and the pupils dilate. The pulse can, in most cases, be felt ten minutes after the drop.


  This three-stage process depended upon the rope being properly knotted and adjusted. When carefully positioned on the left shoulder just behind the jaw, the knot presses upon the carotid artery, cutting off blood to the brain. This results in unconsciousness in a matter of seconds. Ideally, during a legal hanging, the spine would be dislocated between the first and second or the second and third cervical vertebrae. The spinal cord would be severed—or at least severely compressed—and all sensation to the torso and extremities would be cut off.


  In the following pages you will read about some of the most thrilling and unusual cases of frontier justice recorded in the annals of the Old West, from the assassination of “Wild Bill” Hickok at a Deadwood poker table to the sordid story of “Big Nose” George Parrott, who was hanged and then skinned—and whose “hide” was fashioned into a pair of shoes worn by Wyoming governor John Osborne.


  In all there were more than one thousand men and two women legally executed on the western frontier before 1910. There were also countless deaths from extralegal proceedings, some following elaborate people’s court hearings and others from spontaneous responses to outrageous public offenses. From among the many incidents of frontier justice, some events stand out as unique or peculiar, and what follows are some of the more noteworthy examples of justice administered on America’s western frontier.


    [image: Frenchman Hanged for Murdering a “Lady” April 24, 1868]



  JULIA “JULE” BULETTE WAS DESCRIBED by the Virginia City (Nevada) Territorial Enterprise as “frail but fair.” She had come to New Orleans from London, England, and had left behind a brother and uncle in Louisiana when she traveled west. By 1853 she had made her way to California; ten years later she arrived in Virginia City. Thirty-five-year-old Bulette, a “woman of the town,” was characterized by the Enterprise as being of a “very kind-hearted, liberal, benevolent and charitable disposition.” A “prostitute with a heart of gold,” Bulette had been elected an honorary member of Virginia City’s Fire Engine Company No. 1, in recognition of “munificent gifts bestowed by her upon the company.” She took a great interest in all matters connected with the fire department, and even worked the brakes on the engines sent to respond to several fires.


  On the evening of Saturday, January 19, 1867, Jule entertained a man believed to be a miner. They were in her small house near the corner of D and Union Streets, just a stone’s throw from the fire station house. The miner was long gone when Bulette’s houseboy entered her home at eleven o’clock the next morning to make the fire, stock the woodpile, sweep, and generally clean up. Bulette lay in bed, the covers pulled over her, and the houseboy was as quiet as possible to allow her to sleep late. She didn’t stir during the entire time he was there. At noon Gertrude Holmes, who lived next door, called Bulette for breakfast. When she received no response, she entered by the back door and found Jule in bed, bloody and lifeless. Holmes wasted no time raising the alarm.


  J. S. Kaneen was the first man to respond to the scene. He found Jule “lying with her head in the middle of the bed, while her feet were outside of the bed, and nearly against the wall of the room. Her clothes were lying on the floor beside the bed as though she had simply dropped them in undressing and stepped out of them into bed. The bed on both sides of the deceased looked perfectly smooth, no one evidently having occupied it with her.” According to the Enterprise:


  Kaneen found a short stick of cedar firewood lying on a box of fuel in the room, which had some wool from the blanket upon it and there were also some splinters of cedar bark upon the bed clothes. On the side of her head was a bruise, and splinters and chips of wood were in her hair and on her temple . . . Jule was lying on her left side with a pillow over her head and face, the bed clothes beneath her head being saturated with blood. Her throat was lacerated with the marks of finger nails, and the blood suffused and distorted countenance, together with the writhing position of the body, showed conclusive evidence of strangulation. The pillow was pressed also on her head and face, evidently to silence any outcries on her part. There were two small wounds on her forehead, apparently made by the cock of a pistol or something of that character, and the back of her left hand was somewhat lacerated in her struggles to free herself.
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  At the inquest, one of the carriers for the Enterprise testified that at five o’clock in the morning, as he was crossing a vacant lot between D and E Streets, he heard a woman scream. He said he stopped to listen and look about, but neither hearing nor seeing anything unusual, he continued on to the Oriental Hotel. Two doctors who performed the autopsy on Bulette testified that upon removing the scalp, they found the skull uninjured. They also noted that the wounds on her forehead, from a pistol cock, were merely superficial and the official cause of death was from suffocation. An examination of the house revealed that property was missing, raising the suspicion that robbery was at least one motive.


  The night after the murder as Jule lay in her casket, John Milleain, a Frenchman and generally a man of bad reputation, sat with her corpse. The officials at the fire department insisted that they should bury their honorary member, and the funeral took place at 3:00 in the afternoon, two days after her murder. The procession began from Engine House No. 1 on B Street and was well attended by sixty people. The Metropolitan Brass Band led the procession, and several mourners followed a caravan of sixteen carriages—including Milleain, who joined the firemen marching behind the carriage. Together, they marched to the gravesite at Flowery Hill Cemetery.


  On May 2, 1867, an attempt was made to rob and murder Bulette’s friend, Martha Camp. A man armed with a large knife had hidden in Camp’s room on South C Street, and was discovered skulking about her bed, intent on murdering and robbing her. When he crept toward the bed Camp’s screams sent the man running out the back door, but not before she had time to glimpse a fair view of the man’s face. Soon afterward she recognized the man on C Street, and he was arrested immediately. Lodged in the county jail on a charge of attempting to rob and murder Camp, the man was soon identified as John Milleain. The same man who appeared grief stricken at Bulette’s funeral.


  For several weeks after Milleain’s arrest many disturbing and damning facts were brought to light against the prisoner. Bulette’s house had been ransacked for money, jewelry, valuable furs, silk dresses, and many other articles of value, which began to resurface. On May 24, a Mrs. Cazentre of Gold Hill informed the authorities that she had in her possession a dress pattern that she believed had belonged to Bulette. The dress pattern was brought to Virginia City and identified by both Harry and Sam Rosener as one that they had sold to Bulette a short time before her murder. Cazentre had purchased
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