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Writers typically dedicate their books to a particular person, but this book is dedicated to a singularly spiritual moment in the once Wild West and the three people who shared it with me. On June 20, 2016, on our way to the annual Western Writers of America conference, Beverly Waak and I, along with our friends Preston and Harriet Lewis, visited the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument. In this historic place where two cultures collided so violently, what we perceived, lingering over the still-remote landscape like traces of gun smoke, was an overwhelming sense of peace. At the circular memorial commissioned by the Lakota to honor their fallen warriors, I happened to look up into a dark blue Montana sky. Having traveled to a lot of places over many decades, I had never seen anything like this: a long, high, thin cloud that looked very much like a giant eagle feather. Beverly, Harriet, and Preston saw it too. Freak of weather? Somehow, it didn’t feel like that. Rather, it was as if the sky, in concert with the wind and the sun, wanted to remind us with its rendering of such a sacred American Indian icon that no matter what, all of us are connected—to each other, to the past, and to the land.


—Mike Cox








PREFACE: FINDING THE WILD WEST


Ain’t nothing better than riding a fine horse in a new country.


—GUS MCCREA IN LONESOME DOVE




LIKE MOST BABY BOOMERS, I LEARNED ABOUT THE OLD WEST IN the mid-1950s and early 1960s watching black-and-white television westerns and John Wayne movies in color. But that was Hollywood’s Old West.


Thanks largely to my late granddad, L.A. Wilke, I began to learn about the real Old West. He was born in Central Texas in the fading days of that era, just long enough ago to have learned how to ride a horse well before he ever got behind the wheel of an automobile. Too, as a youngster and later as a newspaperman, he met some notable Wild West figures, from Buffalo Bill Cody to old Texas Rangers who had fought Comanches. A fine storyteller, he shared his experiences with me. Also, he passed his copies of True West and Frontier Times on to me. At the time, his friend Joe Small published both magazines in Austin, where I grew up.


Even before I started reading nonfiction Western magazines and books, again thanks to Granddad, I got to visit some Old West historic sites when they were still just abandoned ruins. With him, as a first grader I prowled around old Fort Davis in West Texas well before the federal government stabilized it as a National Historic Site. Later, Granddad took me to several southwest New Mexico ghost towns, including Shakespeare, Hillsboro, and Kingston. This was in 1964, when many of that state’s roadways were not yet paved. In that desert high country, I experienced for the first time the still-vast openness of the West and the sense of adventure in exploring an old place new to me.


So why was the West wild?


I think you will come to understand the “why” when you experience the “where” of the Wild West. Though many of the sites described in these books are in populated areas, some are as remote or more remote than they were back in the Wild West’s heyday. In visiting these sites, say a ghost town well off the beaten path, you should be able to feel the reason why the West was wild. When I stand in the middle of nowhere, distant from nothing, I feel the sense of freedom that must have driven so much of human behavior in frontier times. In such emptiness, usually scenic, it’s easy to believe you can do anything you, by God, want to, be it bad or good.


Some see the West as being all the states west of the Mississippi, which includes twenty-three states. Others maintain that the West begins at the ninety-eighth meridian. My belief is that the Mississippi River is what separates the East from the West in the US.


Accordingly, moving from east to west, this series of travel guides divides the West into five regions: along the Mississippi (Louisiana, Arkansas, Iowa, Minnesota, and Missouri); the Great Plains (Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, South Dakota, and North Dakota); the Southwest (Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas); the Mountain West (Colorado, Montana, Nevada, Utah, and Wyoming); and the Pacific West (Alaska, California, Idaho, Oregon, and Washington).


Having described what I consider the West, what constitutes “wild?”


Former Wild West History Association president Robert G. (Bob) McCubbin, a history buff who acquired one of the world’s most inclusive collections of Western photographs, ephemera, books, and artifacts, a few years back offered his take on the matter.


“The Wild West was a time and place unique in the history of the world,” he wrote. “It took place on the plains, prairies, mountains, and deserts of the American West, from the Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean. It began about the time of the California gold rush and was at its height in the 1870s through the 1890s, fading away in the decade after the turn of the twentieth century—as the automobile replaced the horse.”


He went on to explain that Wild West does not mean wilderness wild. It means lawless wild. While untamed grandeur was certainly a part of the Wild West, it was the untamed men and women who made the West wild.


“Of course,” McCubbin continued, “during the Wild West period there were many good and substantial citizens who went about their business in a law abiding and constructive way. Most of those are forgotten. It’s the excitement of the Wild West’s bad men, desperadoes, outlaws, gunfighters, and lawmen—many of whom were also, at times, cowboys, scouts, and buffalo hunters—and the dance hall girls and ‘shady ladies,’ who capture our interest and imagination.”


While mostly adhering to McCubbin’s definition of the Wild West, I could not stick to it entirely. Some things that happened prior to the California gold rush—Spanish and French colonial efforts, the Louisiana Purchase, the Lewis and Clark Expedition, the exploits of mountain men, the development of the great western trails, and the Mexican War of 1846 to 1848—were critical in shaping the later history of the West. That explains why some of the sites associated with these aspects of history needed to be included in this book.


For the most part, 1900 is the cut-off date for events related in this series of books. But the Wild West did not end at 11:59 p.m. on December 31, 1899. Some places, particularly Arizona, Oklahoma, New Mexico, and far west Texas, stayed wild until World War I. Sometimes, events that occurred in the nineteenth century continued to have ramifications in the early twentieth century. An example would be the life and times of Pat Garrett, who killed Billy the Kid in 1881. Garrett himself was shot to death in 1909, so his death site is listed.


The Finding the Wild West series is not intended as a guide to every single historic site in a given city, state, or region. Some towns and cities had to be left out. It would take an encyclopedic, multi-volume work to cover all the historical places throughout the western states. I have tried to include the major sites with a Wild West connection, along with some places with great stories you’ve probably never heard.


These books focus primarily on locations where there is still something to see today. Those sites range from period buildings and ruins to battlefields, historical markers, tombstones, and public art. In addition to historic sites, I have included museums and libraries with collections centered on “those thrilling days of yesteryear.” Again, I have not listed every museum or every attraction.


A note on directions: Since almost everyone has access to GPS applications or devices, locations are limited to specific addresses with “turn here” or “until you come to” used only when necessary, with the exception of block-row-plot numbers of graves (when available). GPS coordinates are given for more difficult to find locations.


The Wild West has long since been tamed, with nationally franchised fast-food places and big-box stores standing where the buffalo roamed and the deer and the antelope played. Considered another way, however, the Wild West hasn’t gone anywhere. It still exists in our collective imagination—a mixture of truth and legend set against the backdrop of one of the world’s most spectacular landscapes.


Wild Bill Hickok, Jesse James, George Armstrong Custer, Billy the Kid, Wyatt Earp, and others received a lot of press and rose from the dead as Western icons, but there were many more characters—from outlaws to lawmen, drovers to cattle barons, harlots to preachers—whose stories are yet to be brought to life. Indeed, every tombstone, every historical marker, every monument, every ghost town, every historic site, every place name, every structure, every person has a story to tell. Like a modern-day prospector, all you need to do is pack these books in your saddlebag, mount up, and ride out in search of the Wild West.


—Mike Cox
Wimberley, Texas








INTRODUCTION: ALONG THE MISSISSIPPI

LOUISIANA, ARKANSAS, MISSOURI, IOWA, AND MINNESOTA ALL HAVE differing geography, history, and culture, but they also have one thing in common—they lie along the western bank of the Mississippi River.


Beginning at Lake Itasca in Minnesota, the nation’s greatest river flows nearly due south for 2,340 miles before emptying into the Gulf of Mexico. Along the way it is fed by four other large river systems, the Ohio, the Missouri, the Tennessee, and the Red, along with hundreds of smaller streams. While the Mississippi does not cut through the exact geographic center of the nation, it divides the US into its two primary sociopolitical selves, the East and the West.


For much of American history, the long river was more than a blue line on the map. Until supplanted by the development of the nation’s railroad system, the Mississippi and its tributaries formed a major transportation artery plied by canoes, keelboats, and flatbottom boats, followed later by the marvels of the mid-nineteenth century—paddle wheel steamboats. On the other hand, the river constituted a formidable barrier. Wide and often treacherous, it and its major tributaries were not easy bodies of waters to cross. But to settle the West, that had to be done.


The US acquired the land it later divided into the five states along the west side of the river—and much more—as part of the Louisiana Purchase in 1803. Bought from France for $15 million, the sprawling real estate acquisition doubled the size of the nation, extending it from the Mississippi to the Rocky Mountains.
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Of the five states that would develop along the Mississippi, Louisiana was the first admitted to the union. When that happened in 1812, the rest of the land purchased by President Thomas Jefferson was renamed Missouri Territory to avoid confusion with the new state of Louisiana.


Carved from the southeastern corner of that territory, Missouri became the twenty-fourth state in 1821. At roughly the mid-point of the river, it evolved as the principal gateway to the West and the starting point of the Santa Fe, Oregon, and California Trails as well as the Pony Express and the Butterfield Overland Mail.


Congress had designated roughly the bottom fifth of Missouri Territory, an area stretching from the Mississippi on the east to the Red River on the west as Arkansas Territory in 1819. The eastern half of this territory became the state of Arkansas in 1836 while the western half eventually became Oklahoma.


Iowa was made a territory in 1833 and a state in 1846, followed by Minnesota, which gained territorial status in 1849 and became the thirty-eighth state of the union in 1858.
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LOUISIANA




ALEXANDRIA (RAPIDES PARISH)

Alexandria developed from a French trading post on the Red River called Post du Rapides because of the rapids on that segment of the river. Alexander Fulton, possessing a Spanish land grant, began locating settlers in the area in the late 1700s. In 1805, he and a business partner surveyed a townsite they named in Fulton’s honor. Alexandria was incorporated in 1818 and grew as an agricultural supply center.

In 1837 it became the first city west of the Mississippi River with a railroad connection when cotton grower and engineer Ralph Smith laid sixteen miles of track from his land to the wharves at Alexandria. By the time the Civil War broke out, the line extended to near Cheneyville, a distance of forty miles. Once the city recovered from the war, it again flourished as a timber shipping point and rail center.

The Louisiana Museum of History (503 Washington St.; 318-487-8557) is housed in the former public library, built in 1907. Founded in 1867, the Alexandria National Cemetery (209 East Shamrock, Pineville) has more than ten thousand military burials, including unidentified remains reburied there following their removal from abandoned western forts, including Forts Brown and Ringgold in Texas. Some of the reburials from Fort Brown, in the lower Rio Grande valley, were of soldiers killed in the early stage of the 1846–1848 Mexican War.




ATLANTA (WINN PARISH)

One of Louisiana’s most notorious Wild West characters was, ironically enough, a man named West—John R. West (1830–1870).

West fought for the South during the Civil War until he was captured on July 4, 1863, when Union forces finally prevailed in their siege of Vicksburg, Mississippi. Paroled during Reconstruction on the promise that he would no longer bear arms against federal troops, West began bearing arms against hapless travelers on the Harrisonburg Road, which intersected the heavily traveled road from Natchez, Mississippi, to San Antonio in Texas. Of course West and his principal cohort, Lawson “Laws” Kimbrell represented themselves and their followers as citizens’ home guards dedicated to maintaining law and order. And by day they conducted themselves as respected members of the community. But when the sun went down, vampire-like they reverted to highwaymen, robbing and killing. They were known variously as the West-Kimbrell Clan or the Nightriders.

All went well for them and bad for many travelers (whose bodies they often dumped in wells) until Easter Sunday 1870. On one of the holiest days of the year for Christians, a group of concerned Winn Parish residents executed West and four of his fellow gang members by firing squad. Kimbrell, the New Orleans Times reported on May 2, “was shot down for dead, but the ball only scalped him, and he made his escape.” Within three years, however, Kimbrell was hanged for robbery and murder on April 14, 1873, in Austin, Texas.

West is buried in Atlanta Cemetery (just northeast of the intersection of Main Street and School Road).

In 2018, at the intersection of US 167 and State Highway 500 in Packton, on the boundary between Winn and Grant Parishes, the Grant Parish Preservation Board and the Grant Parish Planning Commission erected a metal marker summarizing the West-Kimbrell story.

One of the gang’s better-known robbery victims, Simeon G. Butts, a former Union army lieutenant killed on July 9, 1866, is buried beneath a simple, ground-level marker in Yankee Springs Cemetery (760 Yankee Springs Rd., Winn Parish).




BATON ROUGE (EAST BATON ROUGE PARISH)

In 1699 a French explorer came to an Indian village on the Mississippi upriver from future New Orleans and noticed an unusual object, a tall cypress pole stained red with animal blood. Hanging from it were dried fish heads and an assortment of bleached bear bones. The pole, the visitor learned from friendly natives, marked the boundary separating the hunting grounds of the Houma and Bayogoulas Indians. In French, “the red pole” (or “stick”) is le baton rouge, and that’s how Baton Rouge got its name.

Settled in 1719, Baton Rouge grew to become a busy port city, the capital of Louisiana, and a place with a rich history covering more than three hundred years.

In 1819, Louisiana having been acquired by the US sixteen years earlier, the army established a fortified supply depot that continued to grow, in size and strategic importance. During the Mexican War it was an important staging area as troops moved into the former Republic of Texas on their way to the Rio Grande and beyond. After the US military abandoned the post, the Louisiana state militia occupied it. During the Civil War, it was used by the Confederacy and later occupied by federal troops during the Battle of Baton Rouge.

Built in 1838 and listed on the National Register of Historic Places, the Old Arsenal Museum (900 State Capitol Dr.; 225-219-3700) is located on the grounds of the new statehouse. Considered perhaps the most historic place in Baton Rouge, the arsenal served as the powder magazine for the nearby army post. At the time, the installation was one of the most strategically important garrisons west of the Mississippi. Exhibits in the museum focus on the city and state’s military history and the Civil War. Some graffiti dating from this period can still be seen carved in the old magazine’s walls.

When Baton Rouge became the state capital (New Orleans was Louisiana’s first capital), the government constructed a Gothic, castle-like statehouse overlooking the Mississippi. Surviving fires, a war, and numerous renovations, the building continued in use until the present capital was built in the 1930s. Mark Twain was not an admirer of the 1849 building. Referring to it as “this little sham castle,” he blamed its design on Sir Walter Scott, saying it would not have been built if the Scottish novelist “had not run the people mad … with his medieval romances.” Today Louisiana’s Old State Capitol (100 North Blvd.; 225-342-0500) houses a state museum focused on the state’s political history.

The Capitol Park Museum (660 North 4th St.; 225-342-5428) provides an overview of Louisiana’s history.

The LSU Rural Life Museum (4560 Essen Ln.; 225-765-2437) documents what life was like outside Louisiana’s towns and cities with restored eighteenth- and nineteenth-century struc tures, artifacts, and exhibits. Opened in 1970 and managed by the Louisiana State University Agricultural Center, the museum is located on an old plantation.




FRANKLINTON (WASHINGTON PARISH)

Sixty-one miles north of New Orleans, Franklinton was founded as Franklin in 1819 and became the seat of Washington Parish in 1821. The “ton” was added to the name in 1826 because there was another town in Louisiana called Franklin.

One of the Wild West’s more noted train robbers, Eugene Bunch (1843–1892), lived with his family in the Franklinton area and that’s where he died. But his demise was not attributable to old age.

Bunch grew up in a good family, fought for the South during the Civil War, and was well-educated for the times. In the early 1870s he moved to Texas, near the Red River north of Dallas–Fort Worth, where he was later elected county clerk of Cooke County. He taught school for a time and later edited a newspaper in Wichita Falls, Texas. But by 1881, he transitioned from heavy drinking and gambling to committing major felonies, specifically armed train robberies.

Though they suspected Bunch of several robberies in Texas, including a holdup of a Southern Pacific train east of El Paso, local, state, and federal officers were unable to make a case against him. He left Texas in 1888 and returned to Louisiana, where he continued robbing trains. Most of the time, he did so single-handedly.

When he robbed an Illinois Central train north of Franklinton in April 1892—this time with a partner—the railroad hired private detective Thomas V. Jackson to find the outlaw. With the help of an informant who ended up getting murdered, Jackson and a posse encountered Bunch and a fellow outlaw in a thickly wooded area of Washington Parish on August 21, 1892. The lesser criminal was taken into custody, but Bunch’s bullet-riddled body soon lay on display in Franklinton. Bunch was later buried in Morris Cemetery off South Main Street (Highway 16).

The D. A. Varnado Store Museum (936 Pearl St.; 985-795-0680) focuses on local history.




HOMER (CLAIBORNE PARISH)

When the Claiborne Parish courthouse in Athens burned in the fall of 1849, the parish government decided that the next courthouse should be more centrally located. That was the beginning of another town with a classics-inspired name, Homer.

Incorporated in 1850, the community grew rapidly and Claiborne Parish—its economy based on cotton growing—became one of the more prosperous political subdivisions in the state. One of the many people attracted to the area was one John Lumpkin Garrett (1822–1868), who around 1853 arrived from Alabama with his wife Elizabeth Ann Jarvis (1829–1867) and their children, including three-year-old Patrick Floyd Garrett. The elder Garrett acquired a mid-size plantation and became a prosperous cotton grower.

Completed in 1861 at a cost of $12,304.36, the two-story Greek revival Claiborne Parish Courthouse is said to have been designed by John Garrett and built with enslaved labor from Garrett’s plantation. The structure is one of only four surviving antebellum courthouses in Louisiana and the only one still serving as the seat of parish government.

Enslaved people toiled in Garrett’s fields, but when his son was old enough, John put Pat to work as a clerk in the plantation store. When he wasn’t working or going to school, the boy hunted squirrels and rabbits and learned to shoot well. The Civil War, in which Pat was too young and his father not healthy enough to fight, left the family impoverished. But that didn’t subdue John Garrett’s Southern sympathies. During Reconstruction, he gunned down a Unionist on the courthouse steps. The man survived and no charges were filed.

Mrs. Garrett died in 1867, followed by her husband a year later. The estate became tangled in legal matters, and Pat threatened to kill the administrator, no matter that it was his brother-in-law. Garrett managed to keep his anger in check, but he must have realized there was nothing left for him in Louisiana. In 1869 the tall, lanky teenager headed to Texas. Within a dozen years, as sheriff of Lincoln County in New Mexico Territory, Pat Garrett would achieve Wild West immortality by killing an outlaw named Billy the Kid.

A historical marker dedicated in 2019 detailing Garrett’s time in northwest Louisiana is located at the public library (909 Edgewood Dr.) in Homer.

John and Elizabeth Garrett are buried just inside the gate of the Old Homer Cemetery (West 3rd and North 5th Streets).




LOGANSPORT (DESOTO PARISH)

Injury, childbirth, and disease know no borders and neither did Dr. Richard Logan, who in 1830 built a ferry to carry settlers across the Sabine River from Louisiana into Texas. That way, he could treat patients on either side of the river. The settlement at this point on the Sabine originally was known as Waterloo, but because of the ferry, people started calling it Logan’s Ferry and finally, when a post office was established there, Logansport.

On the Louisiana side of the Texas-Louisiana border is a ten-foot, nine-inch-square piece of granite sunk into the ground on April 23, 1841, to mark the survey line separating the US from what was then the Republic of Texas. It is one of only two surviving international boundary markers known to exist in the continental US. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places, the marker along with two modern historical markers stands in a three-acre roadside park north of Logansport near the junction of Louisiana Highway 765 and Texas Farm to Market Road 31.

Despite its status as a waypoint for Texas-bound travelers, the town did not see significant growth until a rail line opened in 1884 connecting Houston, Texas, with Shreveport. After that, for a time Logansport was a rough town with more saloons than grocery stores.


The Story Moses Rose Told

In 1842 a fifty-something Frenchman—a veteran of Napoleon’s army—moved to Logansport from Natchitoches. Before arriving in Louisiana, he had lived in the old East Texas town of Nacogdoches. His name was Louis “Moses” Rose.

In Logansport, he became friends with Aaron Ferguson, a Desoto Parish plantation owner and veteran of the War of 1812. Ferguson provided Rose a place to stay, but for his kindness the planter was rewarded with a fair amount of trouble. As Rose grew older, he became increasingly weaker, bed-ridden by chronic sores on his legs and other health issues. He died in 1851 at around sixty-five years old.

Rose’s name would have amounted to nothing more than a bit of engraving on a tombstone except for one thing: He may have been the only man to escape from the Alamo. It is his account of his last day in the besieged San Antonio mission that gave rise to one of the world’s more enduring metaphors: “The line in the sand.”

Rose told his story to the pioneer couple who took him in when he staggered up to their East Texas cabin in the late spring of 1836 after walking some two hundred miles from San Antonio. However, thirty-seven years passed before their son, William Zuber, related the episode in the 1873 edition of the Texas Almanac. In his article, Zuber said that, according to Rose, on March 3, 1836, Alamo commander William Barrett Travis gathered all his men, drew a line on the ground with his saber, and asked all who were prepared to die defending the Alamo to cross the line. Everyone moved to the other side except Rose. Later that night, Zuber wrote, Rose slipped out of the Alamo and managed to make his way to Grimes County in East Texas. In fleeing the besieged fortification, Rose had to run through thick cactus, causing his legs to soon bristle with cactus needles.

Historians continue to debate the veracity of Rose’s story, though there is no doubt he participated in Texas’s revolution against Mexico. Whatever the truth of his past, Rose is buried in the small Ferguson Cemetery (four miles east of Funston, off Highway 168; GPS coordinates: N32° 02.12', W93° 55.99'). A modern gray monument inscribed “Moses Rose 1785–1850 ‘Soldier of The Alamo’” stands above his grave.






MARKSVILLE (AVOYELLES PARISH)

Most towns are the result of someone’s intention, but not Marksville. In 1794, during the time Louisiana was part of the vast Spanish empire, an itinerate Jewish trader named Marco (there are at least three versions of his surname) was traveling through the area when a wagon wheel broke. Not easily able to move on, Marco established a trading post in the vicinity and the settlement that grew around it became known as Marksville.

Predating Marco in the area were members of the Tunica-Biloxi Tribe. The early interaction of these American Indians with the Spanish and French is represented in one of the West’s more unusual museums. The Tunica-Biloxi Museum (150 Melacon Rd.; 218-253-9767) displays a large collection of repatriated European-made trade items and other artifacts left as grave goods by the Tunica-Biloxi people. Managed by the tribe, the museum is located in its forty-thousand-square-foot cultural and educational resources center. The collection—once known as the “Tunica Treasure”—was returned to the tribe from the Peabody Museum of Archeology and Ethnology at Harvard University in accordance with the federal Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act of 1990.

Also in Marksville is one of the trans-Mississippi’s oldest residences, the Hypolite Bordelon House (242 Tunica Dr. West; 318-253-0284). Built around 1820 by one of the area’s pioneer families, the house was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1980.




MERRYVILLE (BEAUREGARD PARISH)

Only four miles east of the Sabine River, for years Merryville was as much a Texas town as a Louisiana community. The community began as a logging settlement, with timber harvested in the area floated down the Sabine to sawmills in Texas. The arrival of the Jasper and Eastern Railroad in 1909 made it easier to ship timber from there and the town flourished, becoming incorporated in 1912. When most of the land in the area had been clear cut, the town’s heyday was over.


“Leather Britches” Smith

Not long after the railroad reached Merryville, so did a hired gunman who was one of the last of the Wild West’s gunslingers—Charles “Leather Britches” Smith. Of course, few believe that “Charles Smith” was his real name. Some said he was really a man named Bill Myatt.

Whatever his legal identity, no one disputed that he came from Texas, that he was good with a gun, or that he had killed from one to two or more people west of the Sabine. Some said he had tortured and killed his second wife. Others said he’d killed a couple of men in Corsicana, Texas. Or was it in Clarksville on the Red River? Accounts vary.

Some sources say Myatt-Smith (whatever his name) got his nickname because he favored wearing buckskin pants, other accounts have the name coming because his pants were always so dirty and greasy they looked like leather. In Merryville and surrounding small timber industry communities, he carried a pair of .45 revolvers and generally walked around town toting a .30-30 Winchester as well. In modern language, he was a hired goon for a union seeking to represent sawmill workers.

In what became known as the Grabow Riot, on July 7,1912, a shootout erupted between union organizers supporting the Brotherhood of Timber Workers and sawmill security personnel, aka union busters. When the shooting ended, four men lay dead and another fifty had been wounded. Some three hundred shots had been fired.

On September 25, incensed over Myatt-Smith’s role in the Grabow incident, a group of concerned citizens gunned him down. For several days, his ice-packed open casket was on display outside the town’s small jail.

Leather Britches was buried in the Merryville Cemetery (just east of the intersection of Margo Street and State Highway 110). A homemade grave marker simply notes, “Smith, Leather Britches, Slain—1912.” But Leather Britches may or may not lie beneath it. Some old-timers later recalled that the gunslinger was so unpopular that he was buried facedown along the graveyard’s fence line so as not to pollute the remains of decent folks.

The ruins of the old poured-concrete jail, with walls six inches thick, stand just off State Highway 110 at Hennigan Street. The abandoned lockup is on private property, but easily visible from the roadway.

In 2019, a metal marker relating the Leather Britches story was erected on the grounds of the Merryville Historical Society Museum (628 North Railroad Ave.; 979-864-0219 or 337-825-6289). The first of a planned series of Louisiana legend and lore markers, it was funded by the William G. Pomeroy Foundation and erected by the Louisiana State University at Lafayette’s Center for Louisiana Studies. The museum tells the story of the town and its most famous outlaw.

Adjacent to the museum is the 1882 log cabin once home to deputy US Marshal Andrew Jackson Burk who served from 1890 until he died two years later in a hunting accident.
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