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  INTRODUCTION


  The history of trains and the history of train robbery in the Old West both had their roots in the entrepreneurial spirit that characterized westward expansion. The first railroad built by an American in the United States was completed in 1809 by John Thompson in Pennsylvania. It was a mere three-quarters of a mile in length and was designed to carry stone from the quarry of Thomas Leiper just south of Swarthmore to Ridley Creek in Chester. On February 28, 1827, the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad incorporated to establish America’s first line to carry passengers as well as freight. It collected its inaugural passenger fare on January 7, 1830. The passenger business had such potential that the B&O, on July 4, 1831, introduced passenger cars with a center aisle to make boarding and seating more accommodating.


  The first railroad west of the Mississippi River was the Pacific Railway of Missouri, which incorporated on March 12, 1840, but this railroad did not have a test run until December 9, 1852. Two weeks later the Pacific Railway began regular passenger service. The interest in building railroads increased steadily before the Civil War; but, to further encourage track laying, railroads were designated “post roads,” and lucrative contracts for carrying the mails were awarded.


  The U.S. Congress saw the need for a railroad across the country for mail and military purposes and chartered the Army Topographic Corps to conduct surveys as early as 1853. The most northern route was between the forty-seventh and forty-ninth parallels. Conducted under Isaac Ingalls Stevens, then governor of Washington Territory, this survey followed the route proposed as early as 1849 by Asa Whitney, one of the first backers of a transcontinental railroad. Another party, under an ill-fated Captain John W. Gunnison, explored the route along the thirty-eighth and thirty-ninth parallels. When his party was massacred by Indians, the survey was continued along the forty-first parallel by Lieutenant E. G. Beckwith. A route along the Mexican border, the thirty-fifth parallel, was surveyed by Captain A. W. Whipple and Lieutenant J. C. Ives.


  Because all four of these routes seemed feasible, a controversy arose over whether to establish the line in the north or the south, delaying the start of the Pacific Railroad for a decade. A fifth survey, conducted at this same time under Lieutenant Robert S. Williamson in the West, ran north and south and was intended to connect the Washington and Oregon Territories with California and the Pacific Railroad.


  In 1856 the first western railroad on the Pacific coast, a mere 17 miles of track, was built in the Sacramento Valley under the supervision of civil engineer Theodore D. Judah. He was a man of vision who saw the possibilities offered by a railroad originating in California and continuing on to Nebraska, where it would connect with railroads to the East. The Central Pacific Railroad of California Company was incorporated on June 28, 1861, for that purpose. When government support was sought, however, President Abraham Lincoln responded, “Private enterprise must build the Pacific Railroad. All government can do is aid, even admitting its construction is a political as well as a military necessity.”


  The Pacific Railroad Act, which passed on July 1, 1862, empowered the Central Pacific to build eastward from Sacramento while the newly chartered Union Pacific Railroad was charged with the responsibility to build westward from Nebraska.


  The original place chosen for the tracks to connect was located in Nevada. The westbound Union Pacific Railroad faced a great deal of flat, open land with only four tunnels to build. The eastbound Central Pacific Railroad had to traverse the Sierra Nevada mountain range with many tunnels to bore and numerous rock faces to cut away to form a railroad bed. However, the western company was using thousands of Chinese laborers who did not cause any significant labor problems, and supplies were kept readily available through the port at San Francisco and carried up river to the train depot at Sacramento. The Union Pacific Railroad, in contrast, was using primarily Irish immigrants who caused delays and stoppages, and supplies became difficult to obtain once the tracks progressed beyond the Missouri River.


  The final delay was caused by the Union Pacific workers over pay issues and came on the very day the tracks were first scheduled to connect. All these Union Pacific difficulties caused the place of connection to move eastward as the Central Pacific continued to lay track after crossing the mountains, until the location to meet was finally established at Promontory Point in Utah.


  The tracks of the two railroads officially joined on May 10, 1869, allowing trains to begin operating coast to coast. From California the eastward tracks of the Pacific Railroad scaled the Sierra Nevadas and dropped into the Nevada desert, soon passing through the station at Verdi, Nevada, with “tea kettle” steam engines pulling express, baggage, and mail cars, supplanting stagecoaches as a main carrier of treasure. In a few years the Pacific Railroad would come to be known as the Transcontinental Railroad.


  Train robbery was a unique American experience for the last quarter of the nineteenth century. By the end of 1870, several trains had been robbed east of the Mississippi River, but no one had tried to rob a western train. In the West the distance between towns, stations, and water stops was great and the land through which the tracks were laid was often quite desolate. Robbing a stagecoach, though risky, seemed manageable to road agents as the number of people aboard could not exceed twenty-one—usually average citizens, excepting the occasional bold shotgun messenger. Trains, on the other hand, traveled such long distances that the passengers could not be screened by the robbers’ agents. Trains could carry more than a hundred passengers, any of whom could be as hard a case as any of the robbers, or a capable lawman, a cantankerous military man, or an ornery cowboy. Trains were large and powerful, and steam power was somewhat of a mystery in comparison to a six-horse team. Still, once the trains started carrying the treasures of the West, it was just a matter of time before someone tried to rob one.


  A couple of times in the mid-1860s, men in the East had broken into an unoccupied express car and thrown out the safe, but this was a burglary of a rail car rather than a robbery. It wasn’t until October 6, 1866, that the Reno brothers committed the first post-war robbery of a train in motion. The Ohio & Mississippi Railroad’s passenger train was traveling northeast from St. Louis, Missouri, to Cincinnati, Ohio, when the train was boarded and robbed near Seymour, Indiana. Early on the morning of December 12, 1868, the Reno brothers and two other members of their gang were hanged at New Albany, Indiana. It was hoped that this example would put an end to train robbery.


  When train robberies continued, there was a call to set the penalty for the offense at death and make it a federal crime, but it would be three decades before the U.S. Congress would act. The successes of train robbers in the East, however, would prove relatively insignificant in comparison to that line of work in the West. By the early 1870s there were thousands of miles of track laid west of the Mississippi River. The express cars carried gold, silver, and the other mineral wealth from the many mines of the West, as well as rich payrolls to keep those mines operating. Trains had not replaced stagecoaches but, rather, often accumulated the smaller quantities of the treasure transported by the coaches and forwarded it in a single large shipment.


  On November 5, 1870, the Central Pacific’s No. 1 train was robbed near Verdi Station, Nevada, as you will learn in Chapter 1. Five men boarded while the train was stopped with two of the men taking over the engine at gunpoint. They forced the engineer to bring the train to a halt in an isolated location. There, the engine, tender, and express cars, which were almost always coupled just behind the tender, were uncoupled from the rest of the train and pulled a distance farther down the track where the express car, under the supervision of Central Pacific’s express agent Frank Marshall, was robbed. Jack Davis led the gang, but a man named Chapman had planned the robbery. Even though he used the same plan first devised by the Reno brothers and used several times after 1866, it has often been called the Chapman Plan or, after the Big Springs, Nebraska, robbery in 1877, the Collins Plan.
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  The Chapman method followed the modus operandi of the stagecoach robbers—finding a place where the train was stopped or slowed so it could be boarded and the robbers could take control. It relied upon boarding at the “blind baggage” platform located at the front of the express car, aptly named because there was no way to see if anyone had come aboard there. This location allowed robbers to board and wait until they reached their chosen location before climbing over the tender and getting the drop on the engineer and fireman. Once in control of the engine, they were free to conduct their robbery as they saw fit. A later development of the Chapman Plan was to stop the train on a trestle before the engine, tender, and express cars were uncoupled and driven forward, thus keeping the passengers from exiting and interfering. Twelve hours after the first western train robbery, another gang of robbers missed their chance when they robbed the same train and the same express car, under the supervision of the same agent, Frank Marshall, at Pequop, Nevada.


  The second method of robbing trains, wrecking for robbery, was particularly offensive to the public because it could be quite costly in the loss of life and property. This method was first used on October 11, 1866, when four men loosened a rail, attached a wire, and pulled the rail away just as the Louisville & Nashville train approached Briscoe Station, Kentucky. They intended to wreck the entire train for the purpose of robbing it, but because the engineer acted quickly, only the engine, tender, and express car were derailed. Still, this was enough for the men, who were never identified, to get away with more than $8,000, an equal amount having been hidden before they gained entry. Jesse James adopted this method when he wrecked a train at Adair, Iowa, on July 21, 1873, and the train wreck method has sometimes been called the James method of train robbery.


  The first attempt at wrecking a train for robbery in the West was made by “Big Nose” George Parrott at Medicine Bow, Wyoming, in June 1878, but an alert crew spotted the loose rail and fixed it before the train arrived. It would not be until August 31, 1881, at Cape Horn, California, that the first western train was wrecked to commit a robbery.


  Various methods were devised to thwart train robbers. It had been suggested that moving the express and baggage cars to a different place in the line of train cars might discourage robbers, but after careful consideration it was decided always to couple the express and mail cars behind the tender. It was proposed that a window be placed at the front of the express and mail cars so messengers could see onto the “blind baggage” platform, but it was concluded that this would only provide a new place for robbers to easily gain entry into the car, or at least thrust their guns through the window and force the agent to open the door.


  During the heyday of robberies, one messenger, recognizing that most robberies occurred at night, invented the Eradicator, a basket beneath the express car connected by an L-shaped gas pipe into which the express car agent inserted a railroad flare. Once the flare fell into the basket it would light up the entire area around the car, but there is no record of the Eradicator ever being used. Later in the evolution of train robbery, railroads began to dispatch “specials” with mounted posses, reducing the time robbers had to escape and increasing the likelihood of capture and recovery of their plunder. Even the increased risk of capture, however, had little effect on deterrence.


  When nothing strategic or mechanical seemed to stop the robberies, it was thought that legislation might be the answer. If train robbery were a capital offense, it was suggested, robbers would not take the risk. However, when California passed a death-penalty bill in 1891, the rate of train robberies actually increased. Many of the state and territorial laws for train robbery were so poorly worded that convictions were easily overturned on appeal. Furthermore, juries were not inclined to return a verdict of guilty, which could result in the accused’s execution, if no one was killed during the robbery. When it was proposed that a federal death penalty law was the answer, William Pinkerton of Pinkerton’s Detective Agency said, “If it becomes a crime against the United States government to hold up a train, it is almost certain that this class of work will soon come to an end.”


  The first effort to pass a train robbery bill failed in 1893. Interest waned as the country fell into a depression, but robberies continued until nine years later when the U.S. Congress finally passed the Train Robbery Act. By then, however, other developments had made train robbery a less inviting profession. Most of the western mines had played out, the treasure carried on the trains had decreased, and treasure was not sent on any regular schedule, making it quite difficult to plan a train robbery. Even the booty that could be collected from passengers had all but disappeared as currency and coin had been replaced by traveler’s checks, an alternative devised by the American Express Company in 1891. As there was simply nothing to steal from a train that was worth the effort and the risk, train robberies after the turn of the century became rare, but there were a few diehard train robbers still plying their trade well into the 1920s.


  One of the greatest obstacles for lawmen to overcome was the sympathy shown to train robbers in the West as a result of the animosity felt toward the railroads at the time. The railroads had promised cheap land to those who settled upon the vast tracts granted by the government along their right of way. However, when it came time to sell the improved land, the prices increased, often out of reach for the poor settlers. The result was that many were evicted from the land where they had cultivated fields, built homes, and raised families. The railroads also had a practice of arbitrarily setting shipping fees high, thus cutting deeply into the profits of the ranchers and farmers. The railroads cut their way through lands that had been open range, claiming the surrounding land as theirs. Knowing that the route they chose in laying their tracks could make a prosperous town or a ghost town, they used this tactic to punish towns that had not cooperated with their demands.


  Anyone who hurt the railroad was a hero and earned the respect and support of a substantial portion of the population. When train robbers were eluding lawmen, they could count on being harbored and supplied by farmers and ranchers and could always find fresh horses to make their escape.


  Even when a robber was jailed, he would soon break out of the flimsy structures and be free to rob again or live comfortably for a while on his plunder. Some of that plunder was buried in order to be recovered later, and the stories of loot still buried are numerous.


  In all there were nearly a thousand train robberies and failed or abandoned attempts to rob trains between 1866 and 1910. Only a few of these, however, rise to the level of greatness because of the amount stolen, the brutality or bravado of the robbers, the ingenuity of the train­men, the persistence of the lawmen, or the circumstances of the robbery and its aftermath. In the pages that follow, you will read about a few of these exceptional criminal adventures.


  The first in a long series of related events always holds a place of special prominence, but the first western train robbery was a landmark event because it established a method of operation which would be copied for nearly four decades. The robbery of Central Pacific’s Overland Express at Verdi, Nevada, in November 1871 produced more than $40,000 for the six robbers, but the men never had the chance to spend their ill-gotten loot.


  Many train-robbing gangs started in other lines of work, with stagecoach robbery at the top of that list. However, when stagecoach robbery proved unprofitable, the gangs naturally graduated to train robbery. In 1877 the Collins gang abandoned Deadwood and the stage routes for the railroads of Nebraska and assaulted a Union Pacific train at Big Springs. Four of the robbers were killed, their share of the loot recovered, but two robbers fled into Texas and returned to that line of work that paid best—robbing trains.


  Sam Bass learned the art of train robbing from Joel Collins in Nebraska and took what he learned into Texas. He formed his gang, tried robbing stagecoaches, and quickly confirmed what he had learned in Deadwood: Train robbing paid well while stagecoach robbery did not. He robbed the first train in Texas’s history, and three more before a bullet stopped him.


  The first train wrecked for robbery occurred only a few days after the first train was robbed in America. Still it took more than a decade before anyone would try to wreck a western train, and three more years before a train was actually derailed for robbery. When the train left the tracks at Cape Horn, all the robbers had to do was gather their booty, but they lost their nerve and fled empty-handed.


  Train robbers were colorful characters, none more so than Kit Joy who has been described as a “half-blind, one-legged, toothless bandit.” After the Joy gang robbed a train, two members were shot down by the pursuing posse and two more were lynched after they killed a posse member. Only Joy survived because he fled, but he was captured and lived to serve a long prison term.


  Jay Gould became one of the most despised railroad millionaires in America, especially in the southwest. When a gang formed to assault Gould’s trains, and took only Gould’s money, they were celebrated as heroes and supported by the local citizens.


  Four cowboys, starved for excitement and anxious to make a big haul, robbed a train at Canyon Diablo, Arizona. The robbery yielded one of the most thrilling pursuits in the history of the Old West. The posse, led by American war hero Bucky O’Neill, got its men.


  Two men twice robbed Southern Pacific’s No. 20 northbound train at Roscoe’s Station, California. During the second robbery the train was derailed and two men were killed. While robbery was one matter, brutal murder was quite another, and lawmen relentlessly tracked down the robbers and lodged them in jail. Although California had made train robbery a capital offense, and first-degree murder had always been punishable by death, both men were sentenced only to long prison terms.


  Nathaniel “Texas Jack” Reed formed a gang to rob the Katy No. 2 train at Blackstone Switch, Oklahoma. The gang never gained entrance to the express car and took less than $500 in currency, watches, and pistols from the passengers. A Deputy U.S. Marshal was later killed trying to make an arrest, and this outraged the citizens and motivated lawmen. Four men were arrested but the other robber fled the territory and was not heard of again. One of the four men arrested was acquitted, one turned state’s evidence and was released, one died in a federal prison, and the leader served less than a year behind prison walls.


  Train robbers set giant powder cartridges on the tracks at Cow Creek, Oregon, but the explosives did not derail the train and were mistaken for warning torpedoes. The robbers failed to open the safe, got only $1,000 from the mails, and finally had to go through the passengers to get another $500. Three men were arrested, but one was acquitted. The other two men were convicted, but after their case was overturned on appeal they were released.


  Two men robbed Atlantic & Pacific’s train near Peach Springs, Arizona, but one was killed and the other fled with only a few packages from the registered mail pouch. The train robber was captured and lodged in Prescott’s jail, but during an escape Fleming “Jim” Parker murdered County Attorney Lee Norris. Parker was sentenced to death for the murder and expiated his crime on the gallows.


  The Wild Bunch, in their Hole in the Wall redoubt, often numbered 150 desperate men but fewer than a dozen men were involved in the train-robbing business. The train robbers used explosives liberally and typically blew the express cars into splinters, often shredding and burning their plunder. The two leaders, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, fled to South America and were never prosecuted for their American crimes.


  Tom and Sam Ketchum formed a gang and assaulted trains in Texas and New Mexico at the turn of the century. Tom Ketchum became infamous when he tried to rob a train single-handed, became the only man in the Old West hanged for a crime other than first degree murder, and was beheaded during the most bungled execution on record.


  Every “great” train robbery involved, at some point, a dedicated and capable lawman. The robbery of a train at Cochise Junction, Arizona, in September 1899, and later another at Fairbanks, was notable because a lawman was leader of the train robbers and used his position to misdirect the investigation. Constable Burt Alvord eluded capture for several years, but finally made a deal to capture murderer Augustine Chacon in return for a minimum sentence. However, he was reluctant to serve even two years behind prison walls and escaped. Alvord remained free for several more years before he was captured and delivered to the notorious Arizona Territorial Prison near Yuma.


  ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  R. Michael Wilson has been researching the Old West for fifteen years, following a quarter century as a law enforcement officer in Southern California. He holds an Associate Degree in Police Science, a Bachelor’s Degree in Criminology, a Master’s Degree in Public Administration, and a Juris Doctorate degree.


  R. Michael is an active member of the National Outlaw Lawman Association (NOLA) and Western Writers of America (WWA). He has five history books to his credit, all in his area of interest and expertise—crime and punishment in America’s early West. His works represent his writing philosophy: “The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”
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