
  CHAPTER 1


  EARLY YEARS


  The Frontier—ever since Europeans founded the first colonies on North America’s East Coast, the frontier has held the promise of independence, freedom, and potential wealth for the common folk. In Europe, it was almost impossible for a peasant to get ahead; the aristocracy controlled the land. People were judged by what social class they were born into, not by what they could make of themselves. However, in America after the Revolution, the kings and lords were sent packing. The common folk could own their own land in America—a novel idea. People flocked to the frontier where they could develop virgin land, sell it for a profit, move on to new land, and then do it all over again. This quest for new land and new opportunities exemplified the basis of the Declaration of Independence—life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.


  [image: image]


  Wyatt Berry Stapp Earp was born on March 19, 1848, at Monmouth, Illinois, into such a pioneering family, Nicholas and Virginia Earp. Nicholas named the boy after his cavalry regiment commander, whom he served under during the Mexican-American War in 1846.1 Wyatt had four brothers, three sisters, and one older half-brother by Nicholas’s deceased first wife.


  The Earp family had recently migrated from Kentucky to Illinois. They were pioneers acquiring virgin land, developing it into farmland, selling it at a profit, moving on to new undeveloped land, and repeating the process. Nicholas had not only a passion for developing farmland but also a fondness for animals, especially horses. He passed down that love of animals to his children. Nicholas and Virginia were regular church attenders belonging to the Methodist Church. They instilled a strong sense of right and wrong as well as a respect for the law in the children. They insisted the children attend school and supplemented that by additional lessons at home.2


  When Wyatt was two years old, Nicholas moved the family to Pella, Iowa, where he developed new farmland.3 In the early 1850s, Nicholas left the family to make the overland trek to California. Scouting for potential farmland, he liked what he saw in San Bernardino County. He returned to the family in Iowa, planning someday to take them to California.4
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  Bartholomew Masterson was born November 26, 1853, to Thomas and Catherine Masterson in Henryville, Quebec, Canada. The boy must not have liked his name as he only used it on a few occasions during his lifetime. He called himself William Barclay and, later in life, signed documents as W. B. Masterson or Bat Masterson. As to why people called him Bat, many believed it was because he carried a cane, at times whacking opponents with it, but more than likely it was a contraction for Bartholomew.5 Bat had one older brother, three younger brothers, and two younger sisters. The Masterson family were farming pioneers similar to the Earps. Probably around 1861, they moved from Canada to farm in upstate New York.
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  Tragedy struck the Earp family in May 1856 when ten-year-old Martha died after a long, unspecified illness.6 Wyatt learned farm chores and hunting skills, becoming the best hunter in the family. He shot prairie chickens, rabbits, squirrels, and deer around their home. Nicholas later gave Wyatt his first muzzleloader, a combination rifled barrel on top and shotgun barrel below, with which he became proficient.7


  For years, trouble had been brewing between North and South over slavery. With the election of abolitionist and Republican Abraham Lincoln, on December 20, 1860, South Carolina was the first among eleven states to secede from the Union. A national civil war broke out with the Confederate bombardment of Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861.


  Nicholas and Virginia had Southern roots, but they opposed secession. Nicholas believed slavery should continue in the states where it had always existed but that it should not spread into new states. With his military experience, Nicholas became a Union army recruiter and trainer. Wyatt’s older half-brother, Newton, enlisted in the Union army, followed by Wyatt’s older brothers, James and Virgil. Wyatt wanted to join the action, but his parents forbade it, telling him he was too young. He was more useful if he stayed home tending their eighty-acre cornfield with the help of his two younger brothers, Morgan and Warren.8


  Wyatt was determined to join the Union army. One morning while his father was away, he left home heading west to Ottumwa where he planned to enlist. Much to his disappointment, he ran into his father, who promptly took him home. Wyatt was made to promise he would not enlist without his mother’s permission.9


  In the spring of 1864, Wyatt was now sixteen years old. James had returned home from the war in the summer of 1863 after being shot in the left shoulder. Nicholas did not like the direction the Union war effort was heading and decided to move the family to California to start a new life. The Earps joined with other Iowans to form a forty-vehicle wagon train. Since Nicholas had already been to California, the wagon train members elected him captain. The Earps took along three wagons and forty head of horses, oxen, and other livestock including Taylor, Virginia’s thoroughbred gelding.10


  Upon reaching the outskirts of Omaha, Nebraska, Nicholas sent his hired hand Charles Copeley and Wyatt to town to buy supplies. While in town, they witnessed a gunfight between two men in the street. The men fired several shots at each other, and both died.11


  On his return to camp, Wyatt told his father about the gunfight. He remembered Nicholas’s advice for the rest of his life. Nicholas told Wyatt he should always give someone the benefit of the doubt except when it was apparent the person was vicious with no regard for human rights and decency. He said lawlessness was humanity’s greatest enemy. Nicholas said that when fighting a vicious person, hit first, and hit to kill.12


  The wagon train rumbled west following the North Platte River through Nebraska. Wyatt provided meat for the family riding off alone hunting prairie chickens and antelope. Taking his turn at guarding the livestock, he twice helped defend the wagon train as Indians attempted to steal their animals.13


  Wyatt and thirteen-year-old Morgan were guarding the Earp animals when the first attack took place. Sioux warriors galloped toward the herd to stampede the animals. Morgan and Wyatt were able to control the family’s animals while other wagon train members lost twenty head of livestock. Virginia ran to her thoroughbred and held on to him even though she stood directly in the path of the racing warriors.14


  On the second occasion, Wyatt was guarding the herd when he spotted Sioux warriors sneaking between the camp and the herd to cut them off and drive away the animals. Wyatt fired his shotgun barrel to warn the camp and stampede the herd in the camp’s direction. The warriors scrambled out of the way of the charging animals, giving the alerted men in camp time to mount a counterattack and drive off the would-be thieves.15


  The wagon train rested and replenished at Fort Bridger where Wyatt met the famous fur trapper and scout Jim Bridger, who took young Wyatt fishing.16
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  Nicholas had a temper and was sometimes dictatorial on the trip. Sarah Jane Rousseau, one of the wagon train members, recorded on November 24, “This evening Mr. Earp had another rippet with Warren [Earp] fighting with Jimmy Hatten. And then he commenced about all the children. Used very profane language and swore if the children’s parents did not correct their children he would whip every last one of them.”17


  After seven months on the trail, the Earps arrived in San Bernardino, California, December 17, 1864, and soon began developing their ranch.18 Wyatt had no desire to be a farmer and soon found jobs working for freighting outfits hauling loads to Salt Lake City, Utah, and Prescott, Arizona.19 Wyatt’s youngest sister, Adelia, said Wyatt worked alongside older brother Virgil, and, on one occasion when they reached Prescott, the Earps went along with the other teamsters to celebrate in one of the saloons. Wyatt drank too much and passed out. He became so sick, he was determined never to let that happen again.20


  Nicholas Earp decided to return east, taking the family with him in the spring of 1868. The Union Pacific Railroad was laying track from Omaha westward in its race with the Central Pacific Railroad, building from the west, to complete the first transcontinental railroad. When the Earp family reached the Union Pacific Railroad’s railhead in Wyoming, twenty-year-old Wyatt found a job with Charles Chrisman, who had a railroad grading contract. Wyatt had freighted for Chrisman before, and Chrisman, impressed with Wyatt’s knowledge and care of horses, put Wyatt in charge of his work horses and mules plowing the prairie ahead of the tracks being laid.21


  The railroad grading camps were rough-and-tumble portable towns ahead of the railhead. Gambling was one of the major pastimes for the railroad graders. It was while working on the railroad Wyatt most likely learned to play cards and other games of chance. He had probably already learned to fight with his fists growing up with his brothers and taking care of himself during his freighting experiences. Wyatt participated in bare-knuckle boxing, one of the many forms of entertainment every Sunday morning. Chrisman, impressed with Wyatt’s knowledge of the rules and his fairness, arranged for him to referee the fights. Wyatt’s interest in refereeing prizefights would remain with him into later life.22


  The main boxing event that summer was a Fourth of July prizefight between Mike Donovan, a professional boxer, and John Shanssey, an up-and-coming fighter. Wyatt and the other graders traveled to Cheyenne to watch the fight. Wyatt interviewed both fighters the night before the match and recommended the graders pool their bets on Donovan. They followed Wyatt’s advice. Donovan beat Shanssey, and Wyatt and the graders won their bets.23


  Chrisman completed his contract with the railroad late that fall. Wyatt sold the livestock he had accumulated and traveled east to visit his grandfather in Monmouth.24


  Wyatt was in Beardstown, Illinois, the summer of 1869. Beardstown was experiencing a boom as a railroad line was being constructed through town. Wyatt was at John T. Walton’s hotel, actually a brothel. A railroad brakeman, Thomas D. Pinard, mocked Wyatt, calling him “the California boy.” They fought, and Wyatt threw Pinard into the street. Pinard drew a gun and shot at Wyatt as he pulled his gun and shot Pinard in the hip.25


  In 1869, Nicholas Earp sold his Pella, Iowa, property and moved the family to Lamar, Missouri. Wyatt made his way from Beardstown to join them in Lamar. That November, Nicholas became justice of the peace, and Wyatt was appointed town constable.26


  No information is available on how Wyatt met Aurilla (also known as Urilla) Sutherland, or how long they courted, but they were married January 16, 1870. On August 28, they bought a house next door to his half-brother, Newton, and two doors away from Wyatt’s parents.27


  In November 1870, Wyatt ran for his office against Newton and won. This would be the only time Wyatt would run for office.28


  A life-changing event overshadowed Wyatt’s election. Aurilla died possibly in a typhoid epidemic or during childbirth, no one knows for sure.29 Although Wyatt rarely mentioned it, his love and loyalty to Aurilla ran deeply throughout his life.30 Then for no recorded reason, Wyatt and brothers James, Virgil, and Morgan brawled in the streets with Aurilla’s two brothers and their three friends the Brummett boys.31 At some point after all this, Wyatt decided to leave Lamar.


  Unresolved allegations arose after Wyatt’s departure. On March 14, 1871, Barton County filed a lawsuit against Wyatt for two hundred dollars. The lawsuit alleged that as town constable, Wyatt had collected school fund license fees but had never turned over the money to the county. The action was later dismissed, probably because Wyatt had left the area. It may never be known if this complaint was true.32 Then James Cromwell accused Wyatt of changing the dollar amount on a court document Wyatt served on Cromwell, implying Wyatt pocketed twenty dollars; however, two others involved in the case were found not guilty, and nothing ever came of it.33
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  Thomas Masterson’s family had been on the move leaving upstate New York to farm in several different locations in Illinois. The 1870 US Census shows the Masterson family living in St. Claire County, Illinois, east of St. Louis, Missouri. The census listed Bat as a seventeen-year-old farm laborer living on his parents’ farm.34


  Like Wyatt, Bat would have learned how to clear the land, do farm chores, and hunt with a gun in the woods. There is no record of his schooling of any kind, but he did know the three Rs and made good use of them throughout his life, being a voracious reader, a gambler weighing the odds, and a newspaper reporter.


  [image: image]


  Wyatt worked as a hunter for a government surveying party after leaving Lamar for Indian Territory (modern-day Oklahoma).35 Trouble with the law continued to follow him. He, along with Edward Kennedy and John Shown, was accused of stealing two horses from Jim Keys on March 28, 1871. They were arraigned on April 14, 1871. Kennedy was tried and found not guilty. Wyatt never stood trial, and the authorities never followed up on his case.36


  Wyatt turned up at the Market Square in Kansas City, Missouri, where he mingled with hunters, freighters, and gunmen while listening to them spin tales of hunting, gunfights, and other adventures. Here, he claimed he met Wild Bill Hickok and witnessed his marksmanship exhibitions.37 Wyatt began to formulate where he would head to make his way in the world.
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  On June 6, 1871, Thomas Masterson settled his family on an eighty-acre tract of land in Sedgwick County, Kansas, fourteen miles northeast of Wichita.38 During that summer, Bat and his older brother, Ed, helped their father break the prairie sod to plant crops and build a house. The Mastersons were on the frontier’s edge. As Bat later described the Masterson property, “It was only a few miles west of the Arkansas River to the buffalo range. . . . It was also right in the center of the Indian range.”39


  
    COMMERCIAL BUFFALO HUNTING


    Immense bison herds had roamed the North American continent ever since the Ice Age. Bison, also known as buffalo, may have numbered more than seventy million animals before Europeans arrived. Vast herds migrated in a seasonal pattern across the plains from north to south and back. Indians hunted buffalo on foot, driving or luring them over cliffs as well as impounding and killing them in natural cul-de-sacs. With the European introduction of horses, metal spear and arrow points, and firearms, Indians became efficient buffalo hunters. White frontiersmen increased hunting pressure on buffalo herds so that by 1832 buffalo were extinct east of the Mississippi River. Buffalo robes became popular as lap blankets in the East, and buffalo tongues were sought after as a delicacy. Railroad companies advancing westward across the plains contracted with hunters such as Buffalo Bill Cody to shoot buffalo to feed their railroad workers.40


    By 1870, German and then American tanneries developed processes to turn buffalo hides into good leather for industrial purposes.41 Industrial demand for buffalo hides was limitless, and the price per hide skyrocketed by 1871. Men formed professional hunting parties advancing onto buffalo grazing ranges to kill as many buffalo as they were able. A typical party consisted of a hunter, hide skinners, and others to care for the camp, depending on how much the hunter could afford to pay. Hunters used a wide variety of firearms with varying calibers and weights including Springfield rifles and Remington Rolling Block sporting rifles. One of the more popular firearms was the Sharps rifle, modified to hunt specifically buffalo. In some models its weight was increased to sixteen pounds and shot a .50 caliber slug. Buffalo hunters nicknamed it the Big 50.42 An experienced hunter would advance on foot downwind to within two hundred yards of a small herd; if he believed he could get closer without spooking the herd, he would do so.43 He used a forked stick to prop up the gun’s barrel and either sat or lay prone to shoot. His first shots were to pick off the leaders. If he could accomplish this, the herd would remain in place through most of the killing before running away.


    The efficient slaughter of the herds led to the bisons’ near extinction. By the end of the nineteenth century, only about fifteen hundred buffalo remained. Through the efforts of men such as South Dakotans Fred Dupree and James “Scotty” Philip, and Texan Charles Goodnight, the buffalo were saved.44 According to the National Bison Association, in 2017 the North American bison herds were at 385,000 animals.1045

  


  CHAPTER 2


  HUNTING BUFFALO AND CROSSING PATHS


  Everyone believed the number of American bison was limitless. Massive herds stretched across the prairies as far as the eye could see. The latest in tannery technology made it possible to use strips of buffalo hide for durable industrial belts. The industrial East and Europe now wanted all the buffalo hides they could obtain. The price of hides rose, creating profits for hunters and skinners. The herds’ spring and autumn migration routes crossed Kansas, a prime area to hunt buffalo and make money.
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  In autumn 1871, nineteen-year-old Ed and seventeen-year-old Bat Masterson finished helping their father harvest the crops at the new Kansas homestead. The boys were ready for adventure and old enough to set out on their own to seek their fortunes. One sure way to make money for anyone willing to work hard and who didn’t mind getting his hands dirty was to join a buffalo hunting outfit. Ed and Bat rode south from their father’s farm to Stone’s Store, the site of future Caldwell, Kansas. Buffalo hunters, skinners, and hide buyers rendezvoused at Stone’s Store. The boys found work as skinners and stock tenders with a buffalo hunting outfit. The hunter and leader of the outfit took them west crossing the Medicine Lodge River to Nescatunga Creek, a tributary to the Arkansas River’s Salt Fork, where they set up camp and built a dugout.1


  The buffalo herds migrating through Kansas were immense, and the slaughter commenced. Each day, the hunter for Ed and Bat’s party would pick a small herd close to camp, ride to a point downwind, dismount, and walk to no more than one hundred yards from the buffalo. He would find a stable position, prop up his rifle barrel, and begin shooting. He first shot the lead animal, reloaded, shot the next animal, and repeated the process. The herd usually stood still. If an animal started to walk away, the hunter shot it. After the hunter dropped thirty to forty animals, he waved for Bat, Ed, and the other skinners to drive up the wagon and begin the skinning. The hunter rode to the next herd where he made his next stand and began the slaughter again.2


  The skinners took over the field of carnage. First, they propped the buffalo carcass on its back and kept it in place with a three-foot-long stick driven into the ground; a large nail on the stick pierced the buffalo, keeping it in place. Next, they made an incision from the jaw across the belly to the tail as well as down the inside length of each leg. A circular cut was made around the circumference of the neck. The carcass was flipped on its stomach. The skinner then tied a rope to the loosened skin around the carcass’s neck and the rope’s other end hitched to a horse. The horse was coaxed forward, stripping the buffalo hide off the carcass from neck to tail. The skinners loaded the hide, weighing from eighty to one hundred pounds, onto the wagon and repeated the process with the next carcass.3


  Once a skinner had a wagonload, he drove it back to camp where he unloaded the hides. Sprinkling arsenic on each hide to kill insects, he laid them on the ground hair side down. The skinner inserted stakes through slits made in the hide’s outside edges and then pounded the stakes into the ground to keep the hide taut as it dried over the course of three to five days. The hide was then flipped to dry the hair side. The skinners loaded the cured hides into the wagon and drove them to the nearest buying station, or buyers might arrive in camp and buy them direct.4


  Ed and Bat did this backbreaking, dirty work day after day as autumn slipped into winter. Flies and other annoying insects were replaced with finger-numbing cold; but the killing, skinning, and hide curing continued. Work was occasionally interrupted with visits from members of other buffalo camps or whiskey peddlers. Drinking, card playing, and gambling were the major pastimes at the buffalo hunting camps, and Bat learned to gamble and drink with the best of them.
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  Back in late August 1871, Wyatt Earp roamed Kansas City’s Market Square listening to buffalo hunters tell how they were making good money selling buffalo hides. He decided to get in on the action and rode to Stone’s Store where he got a firsthand look at the buffalo hide business. Wyatt determined he did not want to hire on with a hunting party; he wanted to hunt on his own. He had enough money to purchase supplies, a wagon, and a four-up team of horses in addition to his saddle horse. He partnered with an experienced skinner to share in the work and share equally in all the profits.5


  Heading west across the Medicine Lodge River, Wyatt and the skinner saw massive buffalo herds. Arriving at the Salt Fork of the Arkansas River, they set up their permanent camp.6


  Wyatt’s method of hunting was different from the large hunting outfits. In the larger parties, the hunter only hunted and took no part in skinning or menial camp chores. Wyatt partnered with only one skinner and equally shared in the work with him. The large outfits had multiple wagons whereas Wyatt had one. His plan was to kill only the number of animals he and the skinner could handle in a day. Wyatt said the least amount he killed was eighteen in a day and the most was twenty-seven.7


  His method of hunting was to use a shotgun.8 He would advance on foot to within fifty yards of a herd and begin shooting the lead animals. When Wyatt was finished shooting all the animals he and the skinner could handle, he would stand, wave his coat, and shout at the remaining buffalo, which usually moved away.9


  Wyatt and his skinner camped along the Salt Fork, and so did Ed and Bat Masterson’s outfit. It’s not recorded how or on what day the Mastersons and Wyatt met, but they did and grew to like each other. Bat and Wyatt would remain best friends for the rest of their lives.10
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  Winters on the plains could be bitter with high winds, subzero temperatures, and snow creating deadly arctic conditions. During the night of November 15, 1871, a blizzard blew out of the north sending the thermometer to twenty below zero. Eight woodchoppers were traveling north to Hayes City, Kansas, when they were caught in the blizzard six miles from town. All but one froze to death.11 It’s not recorded if Ed and Bat stayed at Salt Fork working through the winter or not. Wyatt left for warmer surroundings.


  [image: image]


  Wyatt and younger brother Morgan Earp moved to Peoria, Illinois. Wyatt was living at Jane Haspel’s house on Washington Street and working with her at a business on Hamilton Street. Jane’s profession? Madam of a house of ill repute. On February 24, 1872, four women, Wyatt, and Morgan, along with another man, were arrested for keeping and being found in a “House of Ill-Fame.” Then again on May 9, 1872, Wyatt and Morgan were arrested in the McClellan Institute, “that hotbed of iniquity.” They could not or would not pay their fines of $44.55 each and were thrown in the calaboose.12 Although there is no record, at some time during his stay in Peoria, Wyatt married sixteen-year-old Sarah (aka Sally) Haspel, Jane’s daughter.13 Wyatt
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