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CHAPTER I.  EARLY

LIFE OF BASS.





 




Hoosier

Boy.—Out in the World.—Down the Mississippi.—Rapid Progress in

Dissipation.—Arrival in the Lone Star State.




 




Sam Bass

was born July 21st, 1851, in Lawrence county, Indiana, on a farm two miles

north of Mitchell. He was the son of Daniel Bass, who in 1840 had married

Elizabeth J. Sheeks and settled upon a farm, where by industry and economy he

acquired a competency. They had ten children, the two oldest of whom died in

infancy. The third son, Geo. W. Bass, enlisted in the 16th regiment Indiana

volunteers and was killed in the battle of Richmond, Ky., August 30th, 1862.

The rest of the children, with the exception of the wayward subject of this

sketch, are still living in Lawrence and Martin counties, Indiana. Their names

are John, Denton and Sallie Bass, Euphema Beasley, Mary Hersey and Clarissa

Hersey, “all doing well,” so the chronicles state, “and highly respectable.”




In 1861

Bass lost his mother, but a few months after his father made haste to supply

the loss by marrying “a pious young widow and devoted member of the M. E.

Church.” This union seems to have been attended by excellent results, as we are

informed that soon after the marriage “Daniel Bass joined the M. E. Church and

was a praying Methodist up to the time of his death which occurred February

20th, 1864.” One child was born from this last marriage, Charles Bass, who now

lives at Kansas City, Missouri.




After

the death of the elder Bass, Daniel L. Sheeks, an uncle of the heirs, took

charge of the estate and the children. Mr. Sheeks, being one of the largest,

and most respectable farmers in the country, trained the children up to the

habits of industry and gave them all the advantages of education and improvement

conferred upon his own children. But as Bass could not read and could barely

sign his name, these advantages could not have been great.




There

seems to be no question that the Bass and Sheeks families were highly respectable

and had the esteem of all the people with whom they lived.




Up to

the time of the death of his father and for two or three year afterward, young

Bass maintained an excellent character, but after that he began to associate

with bad companions and soon acquired evil habits.




In 1869,

tired of the restraints of his guardian or longing to see more of the world, he

left his Hoosier home and went to St. Louis, a very bad place to go to at any

time, as everybody in Chicago would testify, even upon oath. But the great city

had but few attractions for the country boy, and hence he took passage on a

steam-boat and floated down the Mississippi, landing at Rosedale, Mississippi.

Here the young adventurer remained a year, working at Charles’ Mill and forming

bad habits with reckless rapidity. It is said that he became an expert at card

playing and revolver shooting and was noted for his dissipation.




In 1870

he bundled together his little effects again and left for the Lone Star State,

arriving at Denton in the latter part of the year. His advent in the Empire

State seems to have had a subduing effect upon his mind, for he at once sought

employment and began a sober, industrious life. His first engagement was with

Mrs. Lacy, proprietress of the Lacy House in Denton. He continued in her employ

about a year and a half, giving entire satisfction and greatly endearing

himself to the good lady of the house by his kind and obliging disposition and

his excellent conduct.




He was

next employed by a man named Wilkes, and shortly after this by Sheriff W. F.

Eagan, with whom he remained until the beginning of his downward career.

Sheriff Eagan speaks of him as a very sober and industrious young man. He

frequently entrusted him with considerable sums of money to go to Dallas and

other neighboring places to purchase lumber and supplies. His habits of economy

were so great that his employer found fault with him for starving himself and

team. He never would wear a suit of clothes that cost more than five dollars.

In all his service he was very much devoted to his employer's interests. He was

also retired and quiet in his disposition, never was absent from home in the

evening or away on the Sabbath unless sent upon an errand. His only companion

was a little boy, who taught him to write and assisted him in his efforts to

make a man of himself.




But

unfortunately for himself, on an evil day in 1874 he became the owner of a

“little sorrel mare.” This was the beginning of a downward career, which has

made Bass one of the most noted criminals of this or any age; for the mare

proved to be fast and Bass soon became faster than the mare. After he had run a

few races around Denton his employer saw that driving a team and running races

would not go together. Hence he told Bass that he must take his choice between

the race mare and the team. Bass at once concluded to keep the mare and

abandoned the employment in which he had been industriously and respectively

engaged for four years. This was in 1875, and from that time on he gave himself

up to a life of dissipation. Soon afterwards he made the acquaintance of Henry

Underwood, who became his boon companion, and later was one of the most noted

of his gang.




His

evenings were spent at saloons, all business was neglected and he was

constantly with wild, reckless fellows. His neighbors say that he became wholly

unlike himself. This remark explains much of his career; for he evidently had

one of those head-strong earnest natures which do nothing by halves. Whatever

he did was done with all his might. As a boy at cards he became the most

skillful of all his companions; as an employe he was faithful to his employer;

as a bandit he outstripped all the daring characters who have wrought deeds of

violence upon Texas soil.




It is

said that when he was but nine years of age he witnessed a noted criminal trial

at his home in Indiana. It apparently made a great impression on his mind and

may have excited an evil passion for notoriety, even if it was infamous; at all

events he is said to have remarked one day in Denton, when seeing some horse

thieves sent to the penitentiary, that when “he committed a crime it would

amount to something. He would never be sent to the penitentiary for so small a

thing as stealing a horse.”




 


















CHAPTER II.  FATAL MISTAKE




 




Working on

a Farm—Horse Racing—Beating the Indians—Texas Cowboy.




 




It was

in March, 1875, that Bass left the employ of Sheriff Eagan. After horse racing,

gambling and dissipating for some time in and around Denton, he went to Fort

Sill, accompanied by five or six companions. He was absent on this trip two or

three months, but what transpired during the time is not known, though it is

not believed that he carried his dissipation beyond horse racing and other

forms of gambling.




When

next heard of he was in the Indian Territory, that beautiful paradise of

nature, the government's home for civilized Indians and the hiding place of

uncivilized white men.




It is

not to be supposed that these races, like the great Ten Broeck-McCarty fiasco,

drew all the governors, senators, members of Congress, and other people in the

whole region round about, nor is there any record of a heavy gate fee for the

privilege of a grand sell. But in spite of his rudeness the red-skinned racer

is up to the tricks of the profession and has no trouble with a superabundance

of honest scruples.




Bass

found it easy enough to beat their scrubby little courers with his sorrel mare.

But how to get possession of the ponies he had won was a much more difficult

matter. It was in vain that he reasoned, cursed and threatened. They were not

playing a losing game, they had the ponies and meant to keep them. But Bass was

equally determined to have what the mare won. Therefore when night came he took

all the ponies he had won and as many more as he could get his hands on and

started for Texas. This is the first act of robbery recorded in his career. The

ponies were driven across the State toward San Antonio, where Bass arrived in

the latter part of ’75, or early in ’76.




Here

horse racing and gambling were resumed, the sorrel mare still doing the honors

of the course. But shortly afterwards this fatal piece of horse flesh, which

had so rapidly carried her owner down the course of ruin, was sold. Bass

remained in and about San Antonio during the summer, but nothing of note

occurred until about August 1st, when he joined Joel Collins, afterwards leader

of the gang which robbed the Union Pacific train, in gathering up a drove of

cattle for the Northern market. The nucleus, at least, of the drove was

purchased, but how many mavericks, old or young, with or without brands,

voluntarily or otherwise, slipped into the drove as it moved across the

country, no one can tell. But very loose notions on such points prevail in the

stock ranges, and it is not to be supposed that Collins and Bass played a

puritanical part as they followed their herd across the wide prairies.




The

cowboy is a sui generis of the Southwest. Usually he is tall and slim, with

sunburnt face, keen glittering eye and handsome moustache. His dress is of the

simplest kind. A half acre of hat, more or less, covers his head. His feet are

enclosed in a heavy pair of cow-hide boots, at the heels of which are a pair of

clanking, clattering spurs, and in the tops he stows away the surplus ends of

his pantaloons. His shirt is a flannel or calico and abhors mansard collars,

and other “neck fixins.” He rides a tough little animal called a Texas or

Mexican pony, which he purchases for fifteen or twenty-five dollars. It can

stand more riding and less feeding than almost any kind of horse living. At his

saddle is strapped a Sharp's or Wincester rifle, and at either hip is a six

shooter, while around his waist is a belt filled with cartridges. Intervening

space is filled up with daggers, bottles or whiskey and plugs of tobacco.




When on

the drive he stops wherever night overtakes him, sleeping as sweetly with his

body stretched upon the greensward, his head upon his saddle and the glittering

stars above, as if tucked away in the softest bed. He always stops at “the

store,” takes a drink, buys some more tobacco and replenishes his bottle.




When he

arrives in a town or city, if he is flush, he always finds his way to a

gambling saloon, where he plays more recklessly than successfully, or to a

house of prostitution, where he falls an easy victim to the blandishments of

some fair enchantress, and usually retires heavy in head and light in pocket.




But with

all his weakness, he has some of the best qualities of manhood. He is generous,

brave, and faithful to his friends, selfishness and small meanness find but

little place in his everyday life.




There is

no doubt that, as a cowboy, Bass snugly filled out the proportions of the type.




But not

to make a further disgression, we find that the drovers arrived in Kansas some

time during the fall. Here they sent their cattle on to Sidney, Nebraska, while

they took the cars for the same place. It is said by detectives that his was

done because the ownership of some of the cattle was a disputed question, and

that they were afraid at that time and place to be seen with them. But it is

quite probable that they were tired of the drive and took this method of

obtaining a rest.




At

Sidney they met the herd and drove it from there to the Black Hills, where it

was disposed of.




This

ended the cattle business and introduces us to another phase of the bandit's

career.




 


















CHAPTER III.  LIFE IN THE

BLACK HILLS




 




On the

Road—Keeping a Dance House in Deadwood—Deadwood Society—Belles of the

Town—Kitty Leroy, the Danseuse—Her Tragical Death—“The World by the Tail, With a

Down Hill Pull”—The “Tail Holt” Slips




 




After

disposing of the herd of cattle, Bass and Collins purchased two four-horse

teams, and began freighting between Dodge City, Yankton and the Black Hills. In

this business they continued until January, 1877, when they sold out and opened

a gambling saloon and house of prostitution in Deadwood.




There is

nothing puritanical or bigoted about Deadwood society. The widest latitude of

opinion and practice is allowed on all—moral questions. The conscience is not

harassed with scruples and no prudential considerations harness the passions.

Nobody seems to have the slightest recollection of a father's solemn

admonitions or a mother's prayers. Religious teaching is a withered tradition,

tossed among the other rubbish of abandoned sobriety. Sunday is no better than

any other day, and every other day is as bad as it can be, but night is still

worse.




Every

man who goes to Deadwood is shadowed by the presentiment that he will either be

shot or that the mad fever in his blood will break out in the slaughter of

somebody else. When he arrives in the city he needs no introduction, but to

hang out his revolvers, call for a drink and lay down a greasy pack of cards.

He is asked his name, for convenience sake, but nobody thinks of inquiring

where he came from, why he left or what his name was before he left.




Most of

the houses are saloons. The rest are theatres, faro banks and dance houses.

Prostitution is not confined to special quarters but has full sweep of the

range. Only respectability and virtue are crowded into corners.




The

queens of society are the most brilliant of the demimonde. The further they

have fled from the modesty of their sex, the more dashing and daring they are,

the more recklessly they can handle a revolver and the straighter they can

throw a dagger; the more men rave over them and the more ready they are to kill

or be killed for their sake.




To show

that this picture of Deadwood society is not overdrawn, and to present a fair

type of the leaders of the sex, we give below a description of one of the

queens who reigned in the height of her glory at the time Bass and Collins kept

the dance house. This was Kitty Leroy, a woman who has been much written about

and whose tragical fate shortly after this sent her name throughout the press

of the country. A Black Hills letter speaks of her thus:




Kitty

LeRoy, who was killed by her husband only a short time ago, who then killed

himself, was a small figure, and had previously been noted as a jig-dancer. She

had a large Roman nose, cold, grey eyes, a low, cunning forehead, and was

inordinately fond of money. I saw her often in her “Mint,” which was opposite

my office, where men congregated to squander their money; and as Kitty was a

good player, like the old grave-digger, “she gathered them in!” that is, their

money. Men are, in a general sense, fools. A small tress of golden hair, or a

bright eye or soft cheek will precipitate them into an ocean of folly, and

women of the world (and some out of the world) know this fact and play upon the

weak string of men's hearts until all is gone—money, character and even life.

Kitty had seen much of human nature, entering upon her wild career at the age

of ten. She was married three times and died at the age of twenty-eight. A

polite and intelligent German met her. He was going well with his gold claim;

she knew it. Like the spider, she spun her delicate web about him until he

poured into her lap $8,000 in gold, and then when his claim would yield no more

she beat him over the head with a bottle and drove him from her door. One and

another she married, and then when their money was gone, discarded them in

rapid succession. Yet there was something peculiarly magnetic about Kitty. Men

did love her and there are men living to-day who love her memory. Well, she's

gone. I saw her only a short time since, lying dead by the body of her

inanimate husband, with whom she would not live, but with whom she was obliged

to pass quietly to the grave.




Another

correspondent writes of Deadwood society and very gushingly of Kitty as

follows:




“There

are dance houses and theatres; where the gay society congregates, and it is at

such houses, as well as at the gambling houses, that the fair sex may be seen.

The women, though not so bad as the men, are all strong minded, which, from a

hen-pecked point of view, is the worst thing you can say of a female. Some keep

bars, taverns, boarding houses, and variety shows, while a few keep gambling

dens, like ‘The Mint,’ which was kept by poor Kitty LeRoy, lately killed by one

of her husbands, which was the tragic end of a brilliant career; for, barring

the wild, Gipsy-like attire, which fashion would fail to appreciate as

intensely picturesque, Kitty LeRoy was what a real man would call a starry

beauty. Her brow was low and her brown hair thick and curling; she had five

husbands, seven revolvers, a dozen bowie-knives and always went armed to the

teeth, which latter were like pearls set in coral. She was a terrific gambler,

and wore in her ears immense diamonds, which shone most like her own glorious

eyes. The magnetism about her marvellous beauty was such as to drive her lovers

crazy; more men had been killed about her than all the other women in the Hills

combined, and it was only a question whether her lover or herself had killed

the most.




“She

could throw a bowie-knife straighter than any pistol bullet except her own, and

married her first husband because he was the only man of all her lovers who had

the nerve to let her shoot an apple off his head as she rode by him at full

speed. On one occasion she disguised herself in male attire to fight a man who

had declined to combat with a women. He fell, and she then cried over him, and

married him in time to be his widow. Kitty was sometimes rich and sometimes

poor, but always lavish as a prince when she had money. She dealt ‘vautoom’ and

‘faro,’ and played all games and cards with a dexterity that amounted to

genius.”




Kitty is

supposed to have been the wife of Capt. E. H. Lewis, of Bay City, Michigan. But

in 1872 she left her husband, and after that time figured as a public dancer in

various part of the Union. In the winter of 1875-6 she was engaged at

Thompson's variety den in Dallas. While there she created quite a sensation

among the lewd habitues of that resort, by her artistic dancing and gay

rollicking and dashing manners. After a few months stay she ran away with a

well known saloon man, and together the two visited California, where they

remained a few months and then proceeded to Deadwood. Subsequently she

quarreled with her paramour and married Samuel R. Curley, a note faro dealer.

But the couple proved to be badly mated, and soon after their marirage Curley

went to Denver, and almost immediately thereafter the broken friendship between

Kitty and her paramour was restored, a fact that was communicated to Curley,

who undoubtedly went to Deadwood for the express purpose of killing his wife,

her paramour and himself, for he traveled under an assumed name; alighted from

the coach in South Deadwood, telling the driver if asked if any passengers

other than those delivered at the office had come up, to say no. He walked

direct to the hotel at which the unfortunate woman was a guest, remained there

all day, and in the evening sent for his rival, who refused to to visit him. He

then told a colored man employed in the house that he intended to kill his wife

and himself, and true to his word went up stairs and did so.
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