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INTRODUCTION

IN THE LATE SUMMER, I STOOD BETWEEN THE CARS ON THE CUMBRES and Toltec Railway blinking sparks and soot out of my eyes. It was already fall in the high country between New Mexico and Colorado, and autumn colors had appeared after an early frost the night before. The train crawled slowly up a 4 percent grade behind Engine 487, a K class 2-8-2, one of the last operational coal-burning locomotives built in the 1920s. I blinked a hot cinder out of my eye and looked back on a utility vehicle following a half mile behind to put out fires the sparks might ignite. Fires had been a very real hazard in the days of steam, especially in the arid Southwest. Looking down on trout streams and deep gorges, rocking from side to side on rails scarcely thirty-six inches apart, the narrow-gauge train crawled through autumn splendor as it inched around tight curves. The narrow gauge handled the mountain curves more easily than a wider gauge might have.

This was my first trip on the Cumbres and Toltec Railroad, but I knew her. I had seen her in my youth when she still ran from Alamosa to Silverton passing through my hometown, Dulce, New Mexico, as she headed for Chama, New Mexico, or Arboles, Colorado. She was known then as the Denver & Rio Grande Western. We were told that this railroad was the last commercially operating narrow-gauge railway in the country. We were also told that at ten thousand feet in the Cumbres Pass, this is the highest elevation achieved by any railroad in the United States. Track was laid in 1880 and extended all the way to Silverton by 1882. Until 1951, the San Juan Express, a daily passenger service, ran on these tracks. She was a luxury train with dining service and parlor car, making the trip from Durango to Alamosa in nine hours. The San Juan Express was the pride of all narrow-gauge passenger trains. In the 1960s, she was only run a few times hauling tourists. At other times the train chugged and puffed up Amargo Canyon under a huge cloud of steam hauling a few ancient box cars.1

The US Army has secrets no one knows and mysterious ways of learning about one’s past. Perhaps knowing that I’d grown up along the tracks of the last commercially operating steam railroad in the country, they assigned me to the 714th TBROS&DE (Transportation Battalion, Railway Operating, Steam and Diesel Electric). The men of the battalion were mostly recently drafted railroad workers. By then, America’s railroads were diesel electric, and no one knew what to do with a steam locomotive. The acting sergeant (paid as a private) in charge of repairing them was a knowledgeable amateur enthusiast who couldn’t have been happier. The Vietnam War was raging, and he got to repair steam locomotives instead of visiting Southeast Asia. Having laid track to Alaska during World War II and kept the trains running on time in Korea, the battalion had a proud history and received a number of unit citations. Apparently, laying track through swamp and permafrost isn’t much fun, nor is riding a train when enemy aircraft are overhead.

All of the railroad robberies along the Southern Corridor between Yuma, Arizona, and El Paso, Texas, took place in the age of steam. Riding the Cumbres and Toltec was a homecoming of sorts, but it also provided afresh that special feel of steam, the clacking, chugging, and swaying side to side along with the cloud of smoke and sparks. Gilbert Lathrop recalled the Rio Grande Glory Days at the end of the nineteenth century on the same road, saying, “The mellow sound of a steam locomotive whistle. [The engine] chuckling deep in her diamond stack, with whisps of black smoke kissing the cab roof and wafting its delightful aroma inside. I have always loved the bouquet of smoke, valve oil, and steam as they came from the stack of a working locomotive.”2

Of course, the folks who ran the railroad put the passenger cars as far back as possible to avoid this same bouquet that I rubbed from tender eyes. They led the passenger cars with the smoking car. However, having the baggage cars and express car up front was convenient for outlaws.

There is something special about the southeast corner of Arizona and the “bootheel” of New Mexico. In the days of steam, the Southern Pacific Railroad, without providing any numbers, claimed that train robbery was so profitable that both territories needed to make it a hanging offense. Despite newspaper claims at the time, the evidence is to the contrary. The outlaws didn’t get much, but they did do thousands of dollars’ worth of damage to railway equipment and Wells, Fargo and Company safes.

In 1846, the United States fought a war with Mexico and sent General Stephen Watts Kearny and the Army of the West to secure the Southern Corridor along the 32nd parallel as a transcontinental route for trains, wagons, and the US mail. In 1854, Lieutenant John Parke of the Corps of Topographical Engineers surveyed a route for the railroad. Many years would pass before the road that blood and money had acquired was built. Although the Southern Pacific Railroad extended to the Colorado River at Yuma on April 29, 1877, it wasn’t until September 1880 that the first track was laid across the Arizona–New Mexico line. Construction continued until January 12, 1883, before the Southern Pacific tracks from Los Angeles officially met the Galveston, Harrisburg, and San Antonio Railway and completed the transcontinental run. That it took until January 1883 to complete the railroad probably explains why there wasn’t a train robbery in the Southern Corridor between Yuma and El Paso until November 24 of that year. The date of the “last” train robbery is much less certain.

The only certainty is that, if I declare a last train robbery, then someone will come up with another one just to prove me wrong, and I worry that in desperation they might hold up a train themselves. Since commencing study and composing this account, I have already been advised of two new entrants for the last. But breaking into a boxcar parked on a siding to steal a case of Spam doesn’t really count (I’m sorry, Benson, it really doesn’t), and the other turned out to have occurred on May 12, 1922, three days prior to my last on May 15, although, inexplicably, the May 12 outlaws weren’t tried in court until 1926.

In the process of gathering “lasts,” Benson, not willing to be left out, came up with an almost robbery—in fact, two of them. In September 1899, the outlaws changed their minds and robbed the train at Cochise instead. At 11:30 p.m., August 14, 1889, outlaws succeeded in wrecking the No. 20 passenger train on the grade west of Benson, Arizona. They broke into a railroad equipment storage shed and took some tools to remove a fish plate and seven spikes. When the train came along, the tracks spread and the locomotive rolled down the embankment, twisting the express car sideways to the track in the process. Fortunately, no one was hurt. This incident does, however, point to two of the reasons train wrecking is not the best way to rob a train. Someone might be killed, and the valuable express car might be wrecked, not to mention wrecking takes more work than most outlaws are willing to expend. The outlaws were not seen, but their tracks were clear at a nearby telegraph pole where their horses had been tied and where they left behind a recent newspaper.3

The whole debacle led the Arizona Weekly Journal-Miner to speculate on why the outlaws didn’t stick around to rob the train. This incident will be addressed later.

Despite its failure to make the grade as scene of a train robbery, Benson, in Cochise County, Arizona, is at the heart of train robbing country in the Southwest. Almost all of the robberies, successful and otherwise, involve Cochise County one way or another, whether it occurs there, the outlaws flee to it, or lawmen pursue them through it or, alternately, are themselves the robbers.

Black Jack, actually Tom Ketchum, the only man ever hanged in New Mexico or Arizona for train robbery, was accused of robbing a train in Cochise County. Black Jack Christian and his High Five Gang were Cochise County cowboys, which is to say outlaws. Tom Ketchum, a bit out of his head, proclaimed himself “the one and only original Black Jack” and, in that capacity, to his regret, was hanged. The High Fives never did rob a train in Cochise County. However, they did twice rob an entire railroad town. Their haul included $2.50, five pounds of flour, two pounds of sugar, five pounds of beans, and some tobacco. Jesse “Three-Finger Jack” Dunlap, before he took to train robbery, was the last surviving member of the High Five Gang, perhaps expelled because he was digitally challenged.

Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid found inspiration in Cochise County. In 1895, Cochise County cowboys blew up the express car near Willcox, Arizona. It is unlikely to be mere coincidence that four years later, in 1899, Butch chose Wilcox, Wyoming, as the place to blow up an express car. In 1888, Cochise County cowboys charged, guns blazing, from a burning house into the fire of a company of Mexican rurales. Legend has it that Butch and Sundance, his friend, died charging from cover, their guns blazing, into the fire of a company of South American soldiers.

There is something special about this southeast corner of Arizona that attracts and inspires badmen. The Southern Corridor, the route along which Interstate 10 runs today, was recognized as necessary for an intercontinental railway as early as 1846, when General Stephen Kearny passed through with the Army of the West and Lieutenant William Emory as his Topographical Engineer (until the Civil War, the Topographical Engineers was an Army corps like infantry and artillery). The land south of the Gila River from the Colorado at Yuma to El Paso on the Rio Grande is what Gadsden purchased, but the focus of criminal activity against the railroad was Cochise County.

The United States stole New Mexico and Arizona from Mexico and then paid the Mexicans $17 million. The Mexicans then stole what would become the Gadsden Purchase from the United States through trickery and sleight of hand. The United States then paid an additional $10 million for the Gadsden Purchase, but months before the agreement was concluded, the surveyor, Lieutenant Parke, trespassed into Mexico and surveyed the right-of-way. In 1856, everything was ready for the United States to start laying track, but sectional rivalry led to a delay of twenty-seven years.

The 1850s were years of sectional squabbling during which Congress accomplished little. In the 1860s, war squandered money and men, thereby diverting attention from developing a transcontinental country. Thereafter, a triumphant Union was unwilling to benefit the defeated Confederacy with a southern railway connecting east and west coasts. Completion was further delayed by bankruptcy and the need for bridges. An ancestor of the Southern Pacific, the Galveston and Red River Railway, was chartered in 1848, but work on it languished. On April 29, 1877, the Southern Pacific coming east from Los Angeles arrived at the Colorado River across from Yuma, but it was Sunday, September 30, before the first locomotive to cross over the river blew its whistle on the Arizona side. More delays followed, and the tracks finally reached Tucson on March 17, 1880, perhaps due to prior planning on the part of Irish gandy dancers, section hands hired to build the railroad who were too drunk to lay track on Saint Paddy’s Day. On September 22, 1880, the track crossed the Arizona border in Cochise County into New Mexico. On May 19, 1881, the tracks left New Mexico to arrive in El Paso. Finally, on January 12, 1883, the Southern Pacific was joined to the Galveston, Harrisburg, and San Antonio Railway by two sterling silver spikes at a location three miles west of the Pecos River near Langtry, in that vast wasteland the locals insisted on calling Texas. Langtry was home to Judge Roy Bean, known in Arizona and New Mexico as an outlaw, who in 1860 operated a store in Pinos Altos near what became Silver City.

The Santa Fe system wasn’t one railroad but rather the joining of many short roads and thus referred to as the Short Line, as you may recall from playing Monopoly, a game inspired by the railroads. Unable to secure a port in California, the Santa Fe steered for Guaymas in Mexico. It entered the Gadsden Purchase near Hatch, New Mexico, and connected with the Southern Pacific at Deming, leaving again at Benson, Arizona, to head by way of Fairbank to Nogales, where the tracks entered Mexico.
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Overview map of the railroads along the Southern Corridor.



In 1892, there was a great drought in southern Arizona and New Mexico, and grass didn’t come up. Ranchers attempted to sell their cattle and ship them to market and to other ranges, in order not to overgraze the land. Despite what the government today and legend would have you think, ranchers were by and large pretty good stewards of the land and understood what needed to be done to keep the range healthy. In the midst of this tribulation, the Southern Pacific raised shipping rates by 25 percent. Increased shipping rates made the SP quite unpopular with ranchers and with mine owners as well. The El Paso and Southwestern, part of which is the Arizona and Southeastern Railroad, built tracks from near Benson through Fairbank to Bisbee and El Paso with a line running northwest from Hachita, New Mexico, to Clifton, Arizona. This line was owned by the Phelps Dodge Mining Company as a way of telling the Southern Pacific to take its monopoly and shove it. Southern Pacific’s rate manipulation was enough to make a cowboy think of taking up train robbing in revenge or of driving cattle to California. In 1892, the Vails, owners of the Empire Ranch, did just that, driving one thousand head to the Warner Ranch and Temecula in California, beating the SP and forcing them to reduce rates. Dislike for the railroad company lingered.

The railroads with the money to purchase legislators pushed through laws making train robbery a capital offense. Ranchers couldn’t see the logic behind hanging a man who hadn’t killed anyone. The law was very unpopular. In Arizona, only one train robber was ever sentenced to hang, and the governor, under popular pressure, commuted his sentence. In New Mexico, Tom Ketchum was sentenced to be hanged for train robbery, but Governor Miguel Antonio Otero seemed loath to go through with the execution, and there was even talk of an appeal to the Supreme Court. Tom Ketchum, who confessed to being the one and only, original Black Jack, was seriously in need of hanging. If he hadn’t been hanged for train robbery, Arizona wanted to invite him to a necktie party over a murder in Camp Verde. His trail was twisted enough to raise doubts about being the one and only.

A pioneer could come to the Gadsden Purchase and lay claim to a homestead of 160 acres. That may sound like a lot of land to someone raised in a city high-rise, but it’s barely enough to support one cow let alone her calf and a horse. If a man worked and improved the land for five years, he could file to get a patent, that is to say a deed. Some of the first ranchers to come into the area ran their cattle on “open range.” No one owned it; they just used it. They might help some of their ranch hands to file homestead claims, especially around water sources, so that they could buy the land when the patent was filed. Henry Hooker of the Sierra Bonita Ranch started out this way, but it was a slow process. And it was a violent one. Running cattle on open range, one had to use a pistol to stave off others who wanted to use the land.

As part of their incentive to build, the railroads were given huge tracts of land by the government. If a rancher had the money, large tracts could be purchased from the railways. Much of the land acquired this way went to eastern investors, who often managed their ranches from a distance. The Erie Cattle Company in Cochise County was one such outfit, and George Hearst, father of newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst, owned huge swaths of land along the San Pedro River, including the Boquillas Land Grant. For smaller ranches, owing mortgage payments to the railroad did nothing to increase the railroads’ popularity with the debtors. We all love someone to whom we owe money… not!

In the 1860s and 1870s, before ranching got well started in the area, large cattle drives came up from Texas to feed the army posts, Indian reservations, and later the mining towns. Rough men hired on as drovers. Many were wanted in Texas, or to look at it another way, they were unwanted. They had to protect the herd from Indians and rustlers. When they arrived in southern Arizona and New Mexico, the drive ended, and they were paid off. They spent their money on wine, loose women, song, and gambling and wasted the rest until they had nothing left and no way to get back to Texas even if the Texas Rangers weren’t looking for them. There were no jobs; therefore, they robbed stagecoaches and, when they became available, trains. They also rustled cattle and sold the beef cheap in the mining towns. Some, with a bit more ambition, rustled cattle from the big ranches to start their own spreads in and around the big outfits like Henry Hooker’s Sierra Bonita and Texas John Slaughter’s San Bernardino. Given their common origin, this population of small ranchers was often sympathetic to their brothers from Texas and the South. The population, as Virgil Earp noted, was friendly to rustlers and hostile to railroads. In 1882, Virgil Earp also suggested there was something special about the population. He talked to the San Francisco Examiner:


The Cowboys at one time numbered about 200, but during the last two years about fifty of them have been killed. The most of them are what we call “saddlers,” living almost wholly in the saddle, and largely engaged in raiding into Sonora and adjacent country and stealing cattle, which they sell in Tombstone…. The cowboys are collected from all parts of the Western country, from which they have been crowded by advancing civilization, and they know that Arizona is about the only place left for them to operate in as an organization. With a complete breaking up of their company threatened in event of losing their hold where they are now, they resist official interference with the greatest desperation.4




“Cowboys,” often rendered “Cow Boys” in the nineteenth century, referred to outlaws. Decent fellows were drovers, stockmen, and cattlemen. Cowboys and saddlers, however, were outlaws. In Texas, where many drovers and drives originated, the Hoodoo Wars had left many with an urgent need to leave. Some would argue that an isolated rancher confronted with an outlaw or outlaw gang would have no choice except to provide hospitality or face evil consequences. Nonetheless, after the outlaws had gone, Cochise County ranchers showed themselves remarkably reluctant to provide information to officers of the law. In fact, on occasion, it appears the owlhoots were welcomed as heroes striking back at Northerners, Republicans, and the evil railroads.

The Gadsden Purchase was known for its sky islands—cool, wooded mountain ranges separated by a sea of grassy, desert plains. The mountains were a welcoming home and hideout for outlaws. The other “four corners” where New Mexico and Arizona come together with Sonora and Chihuahua, Mexico, made it easy to hop from one jurisdiction to another. Another factor of welcome was not so obvious. This area was a major population center where valuables were moving on the railroad. Silver City, New Mexico, and Tombstone and Bisbee in Arizona were some of the largest and richest towns between St. Louis and San Francisco. Mining brought population and sent gold, silver, and payrolls moving down the tracks. Payrolls were especially important.

One could carry on horse or burro back enough gold or silver to make oneself rich for life. Copper was more problematic, as it was valued by the ton rather than the ounce. Imagine taking away enough pennies on horseback to make oneself rich. Copper waited for the railroad and traveled in ton lots. To thwart thieves, mining companies poured molten gold and silver into ingots and bars weighing 50 pounds or more, making it inconvenient to carry away in saddlebags. The payroll, in coin or paper, was the thing to steal. Outlaws held up the stagecoaches on their way into town, not out.

Train robbing wasn’t much of a crime. It wasn’t like stealing a horse or killing someone. The governor commuted sentences and juries turned criminals loose rather than see them hang. Folks greeted Grant Wheeler, ranch hand and rodeo cowboy, as a hero after he robbed a train. He eluded five posses for a month while he toured the ranches of Cochise County. Around the campfire, he told his friends that if he ever got tired to cowboying and rodeoing, he’d turn to train robbery, for he was pretty sure he knew how to do it well.

Robbing a train was an art, and one that Hollywood never mastered. You wouldn’t want to chase after a train on horseback and try to catch up. As they say in the navy, a stern chase is a long chase. Besides, your horse would likely be unwilling to run along the ties or get close enough to the train for you to latch on to it. If the horse cooperated, you’d likely fall to your death, and if you didn’t, you would end up in the caboose confronted by an angry and armed train crew. Escaping these folks, you could make your way over the top of the cars, leaping between them, until you came to the engine and could order the engineer to stop the train. Alternately, you could jump onto the train at a cut or from a bridge. In the unlikely event that you survived, you could again run along the top of the train jumping from car to car until you fell beneath the wheels. Both approaches make excellent cinema, but this writer has never found a case where either method was ever successful or even attempted, but someone, somewhere is bound to have tried it sometime and probably died in the process. I watched Audie Murphy use both methods in an old movie. However, there is an exception. Sheriff C. S. Fly, the famous photographer, tried to catch a train by running after it on foot.

Hollywood often portrays the passengers as the object of robbery. Certainly, in a time before credit cards and travelers’ checks, the passengers carried great amounts of cash and jewelry. But they were also difficult to control and might be armed, and would-be robbers never knew who might be on the train. Only two cases where passengers were robbed have been found. In one, a curious passenger made his way to the express car to see what was going on. The other did not occur until 1910 when the Beardless Boy Bandits broke with tradition by robbing travelers and in other ways that led to the discovery that they were beardless. Lucky for them they did not try to rob a train in California in 2022, or they’d have been hanged for not wearing masks. This did not prevent passengers from panicking when the train was stopped unexpectedly, as the Arizona Range News5 reported in Willcox in 1897:


Tucson parties state that A.E. Stoeger, of St. Louis, who has been posing as a hero and claiming credit for having prevented a collision between the Limited and Train 20 at Steins Pass on the night of the hold up, exhibited the reverse of bravery on that occasion. He ran back and forth through the car imploring the ladies to lie down on the floor to escape being killed and made himself generally ridiculous.6




Despite train robbery conventions that led outlaws to ignore them, passengers did not want to believe they weren’t the target of robbery, as the Arizona Weekly Citizen noted in 1888:


SCENES ON THE TRAIN.


The train was an unusually large one, three Pullman sleepers filled with wealthy eastern people in addition to the regular train. As soon as the shots were fired and the passengers realized that the train was being taken in, every woman in the three sleepers fainted, and the cars were soon redolent with the odors of a dozen different kinds of restoratives. Men were pale and excited, and were deftly stowing away their valuables in out of the way places. If the robbers had ever entered those cars they would have had a picnic. It is very singular, but it happened that there was not a single firearm among any of the passengers. This would probably not happen again in years.7




Outlaws in the know went after the express car, which was also usually the mail car. Inside was a lone express messenger and, although armed, he was unlikely to resist, especially if the badmen threatened to shoot the engineer or fireman. If the express messenger did resist, or if the bandits had misplaced the crew, the wise outlaw brought along giant powder (dynamite) to blow the door off the car. The express messenger was in charge of valuables and of the Wells, Fargo and Company strongbox. In the movies and in novels, they call him the “shotgun guard.” Sometimes the express messenger was a tough lawman or ex-lawman, but often he was an elderly man in glasses with a long history of being honest and trusted.

In those days of yore, registered mail often contained money and valuables. If the outlaw was lucky, he might score a payroll in a Wells, Fargo and Company strongbox bound for some intermediate station, though shipping times for payrolls were deliberately varied and difficult to predict. There might be a safe or strongbox to which the messenger had access, but the biggest rewards were protected by the “through safe,” the keys to which were kept at the ends of the line. The express messenger could not be forced to open the through safe, for he had no key. It had to be blown. The knowledgeable outlaw, though, wanted the through safe. It held the big money, and its keys were kept in El Paso and Los Angeles.

Blowing the safe was no easy chore. Most outlaws didn’t have the equipment or the time to drill into the locking mechanism and place a liquid charge, usually difficult-to-handle nitroglycerine. The alternative was to tamp the explosion, that is, to control its direction by placing sticks of giant powder on top of the safe and then placing something heavy on top of the sticks. The result was spectacular, literally cracking the safe and usually blowing the remnants of the express car all over the place.

Train organization was convenient. At the front was the locomotive, followed by its tender full of wood or coal for fuel and water. Behind the tender came the baggage car, and just behind it was the express car. Farther back were the passenger cars. Perhaps this organization was to minimize the effects of sparks and smoke on the passengers, but outlaws found it opportune. If they could succeed in getting the locomotive to stop, they could have the brakeman disconnect the passenger cars, which could then be left behind so the express car could be taken farther down the tracks to be robbed in peace and privacy without the interference of pesky passengers.

Outlaws might board the locomotive when it stopped in some town or whistle-stop, a small community where the engine took on wood and water. Pulling a pistol on the engineer, the owlhoot would instruct him to start the train moving. Out beyond town, the train might be stopped so they could dispose of the passenger cars. Unfortunately, the entire town was apt to know that the train had been taken, and law enforcement might be notified. The key was to find a town with no law enforcement. Steins, pronounced steens,8 on the New Mexico border next to Cochise County, Arizona, was just the ticket and the frequent scene of robbery. Willcox, Arizona, was another favored spot, for the population, mostly men from small ranches, was unlikely to inform law enforcement, and if they did, the local constable was apt to be one of the conspirators.

If the outlaws were familiar with railroad operations, as many were, having previously worked on trains, they might put out three torpedoes, small explosive charges. Like firecrackers, these exploded as the train rolled over them. Bang-bang meant slow down, danger ahead, and bang-bang-bang meant stop. If no torpedo was available, a bullet placed on the track would do nicely. The noise would be accompanied by waving a red lantern, which notified the engineer either of extreme danger or of a brothel ahead. In either case, the engineer was apt to bring the train to a halt. Sources on the Internet (so they must be true) claim that early railroad workers took red lanterns with them when they visited brothels and hung them outside so their crew could find them in the event of an emergency—thus, the origin of the term “red light district.” The technique of waving a red lantern was so frequently employed that there must be something to the legend.

Bold outlaws might ride the “blind baggage,” the end of the baggage car with no door, as “dead heads,” emerging once the train was underway to climb over the tender to the locomotive. There was a danger of being detected as they climbed aboard, but they were most likely to be taken for hobos rather than robbers. The move from blind baggage over the tender was not nearly so dangerous, nor so lengthy, as attempting to climb over cars from farther back in the train.

Digging up the track or placing an obstruction over it was another technique train robbers used. It took more effort than most outlaws, being inherently lazy, were willing to expend. Why, they would ask themselves, expend so much effort in robbing a train when the whole point was to avoid labor. Nonetheless, this technique was occasionally used, but it, too, had its dangers. The engineer might spot the obstruction too early and bring the train to a halt short of where the outlaws were waiting. The train crew would then be on guard and difficult to handle. If the locomotive did hit the obstruction, the engine might tip over and kill the engineer and fireman, or it might explode. The express car might be wrecked, making its contents difficult to acquire. Even so, as we’ll see, it was a popular technique.


DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Perhaps a word or two should be said about the people who operated trains in the late nineteenth century.


The Train Crew

The Conductor was the man in charge of passengers and freight. He ran the train, and, on freight trains, the caboose was his office. He kept track of cargo and collected fare or tickets from the passengers while keeping the train running on time. He was an interesting target for outlaws, who often stole his watch.

The Engineer, of course, operated the train and was tasked with making repairs in remote areas and with keeping the engine lubricated—with oil, not alcohol. In the days before sealed bearings, lubricating the moving parts was a big job, and moving parts required constant attention.

The Fireman was not tasked with putting out fires. He kept the fire in the firebox going. He loaded wood and later loaded coal, keeping everything in order so that he could feed forty to two hundred pounds of fuel to the engine every mile. Another job of the fireman was to keep the cylinders on the drive wheels oiled while the train was underway by climbing out on the running boards and creeping forward alongside the hot boiler to pour tallow on the valves.

The Brakemen were charged with coupling and uncoupling the cars. Prior to 1872, when George Westinghouse patented the fail-safe brake system, they ran along the top of the cars and leaped from car to car to set the brake wheel manually when the train needed to slow down. Otherwise, the engine applied the brakes while the cars kept going, causing a horrible mess.

The Expressman or Express Messenger was in charge of the Wells, Fargo and Company safe and the mail. We often see him in the movies as the shotgun guard, which was part of his job, too. He kept track of mail and money.

Although not part of the crew that rode the train, both Wells, Fargo and Company and the Southern Pacific Railroad employed detectives. Some, such as Bob Paul, Billy Breakenridge, and John Thacker, were famous and had been successful sheriffs and deputy sheriffs. Both Wells, Fargo and Company and the railroads as well as the US Post Office offered rewards for the arrest and conviction of train robbers. The offer was made for arrest and conviction, not for a body, dead or alive. The reward went to railroad detectives, to city constables, and to county sheriffs, who divided it with the members of their posses and with any snitches. While substantial for the times, the rewards were never as big as the movies would have it, and they—the rewards, not the movies—had to be divided. It’s hard to imagine anyone making money collecting bounties for a living although many lawmen found rewards an important supplement to pay.

While we’re at it, we should consider the other important figures that enter into the tale. Of course, the railroads, Wells, Fargo and Company, and the Post Office all had detectives or inspectors. Towns had constables or marshals. The latter create some confusion because the federal government in the territories, which New Mexico and Arizona remained until January 6 and February 14, 1912, respectively, appointed marshals who hired deputy marshals. We never knew if Matt Dillon was a federal or a town marshal, although he often acted like he was sheriff. Towns didn’t have sheriffs, which was a county position. The sheriff’s principal duty was collection of property tax, but he was also a law enforcement officer. Later in our story, we will encounter two Marshal Dillons working the same case. Fortunately, neither was named Matt. The term “constable” has been subject to many definitions. Today the constable is often a mere process server. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in New Mexico and Arizona, the constable was a city policeman.

The Arizona Rangers formed in 1902 and were disbanded in 1909 by the legislature, which felt they were striking too close to home. The Rangers (the name had been used before and has been used after) were the famed “26 Men.” Their jurisdiction was the entire Territory of Arizona. Most, more than twenty of them, were assigned to Cochise County.

In law enforcement, jurisdiction was important. A city marshal’s jurisdiction ended at the edge of town, while the sheriff’s ended at the edge of his county. The sheriff resided and had his office in the county seat. In Cochise County, that was Tombstone; in Santa Cruz County, it was Nogales; and in Pima County, it was Tucson. The Grant County seat was Silver City. Prior to the Civil War, New Mexico south of Socorro was all Doña Ana County, and the county seat was at Mesilla on the Rio Grande. During the Civil War, Arizona Territory was split off from New Mexico along an east–west line, and Doña Ana County became Confederate Arizona. Not to be outdone, President Abe Lincoln split Arizona from New Mexico along a north–south line along the 109th meridian of longitude, and that portion of Doña Ana County west of the line became Pima County in 1864.

As population increased, new counties were created. In 1875, the northern part of Pima County became Pinal County, with the county seat at Florence. Maricopa and Maricopa Wells became part of Pinal County, while Maricopa County was north of the Gila River with its seat at Phoenix. In 1881, the southeast corner of Pima County became Cochise County with its seat at Tombstone, while up along the Gila River the land became Graham County. In 1899, the southern part of Pima County became Santa Cruz County with its seat at Nogales. Finally, in 1909, the legislature created Greenlee County with its seat at Clifton, virtually the only populated place in the county. Why is county organization important? When a train was robbed near Nogales in 1888, the sheriff had to come from Tucson, but after 1899, the sheriff would have had his office in Nogales. When outlaws took over the train at Maricopa in Pinal County, they rode it north across the Gila, and the Maricopa County sheriff pursued from Phoenix.

Similarly, New Mexico divided up Doña Ana County. In 1868, the western half became Grant County with its seat at Silver City. In 1884, Sierra County got a bit of northeast Grant County. In 1901, Luna County with its seat at Deming was created out of the southeastern part of Grant County and the western part of Doña Ana. Finally, in 1920, the southwest corner of Grant County became Hidalgo County with its seat at Lordsburg. If somewhere along the line, you feel the urge to correct me as to which county some event occurred in, check back here first. Remember the immortal words of Emperor Nero: “You gotta have a program. You can’t tell the Christians from the lions without a program.”






METHOD

I need to say a word or two about method. In this book, I relied heavily on newspaper articles. I recognize that many people claim the newspapers always get it wrong, and that’s certainly true when it comes to spelling the names of people and places. However, I’ve found the old newspapers remarkable in their accuracy. They often printed verbatim letters from actual participants in events. They interviewed people shortly after the events they were writing about, and although they occasionally misunderstood what was being said, more often than not, they reported things with as much accuracy as many participants and bystanders would have.

Bias in a newspaper is always an issue, and sometimes it’s obvious. When criminals were on trial, the Phoenix newspaper Arizona Republican was apt to cry, “Hang ’em high!” But the Tucson Citizen was more likely to say, “Have pity; he’s a poor boy.” However, when not editorializing, both were likely to report with all the accuracy we would expect from eyewitnesses, and they often reported in detail on testimony given in court. Certainly, different people tend to see different things as important, sometimes blinding themselves to matters that are obvious to others.

Old newspapers—that is, anything published before we all connected to the Internet—are horrible when they recite history rather than current events. The story of the 1916 train robbery at Apache, included herein, was originally seen in a contemporaneous news story that recited a brief history of earlier train robberies in the area, which unfortunately appears to have been the source used by local historians, for they included all the same errors in relation to the 1899 robbery at Cochise, which was conflated with the 1895 robbery at Willcox. In the end, they had the wrong man shot and the wrong man executed. Newspapermen often aren’t especially good researchers. It may be that they’re pressed for deadlines. Before the Internet, they had to rely on the newspaper morgue if the paper had one. Often, they relied on memory, their own and that of “old-timers.” Not being constantly immersed in different historical periods, they were and are subject to anachronistic thinking and anachronisms in general.

One of the ways we can spot errors is by looking for anachronisms, the chronological misplacing of persons, events, objects, or customs in regard to each other. We should consider the wider world around the account we are reading and see if the account is in tune with that world. We test what we think we know by looking for things that might disprove it.

Deeds, court filings, official documents, and military reports were all written with the intent that they be accepted as true and correct. Where they are available, they are invaluable. Memoirs are primary resources, that is, the accounts of participants in events. There are two kinds of memoir. One is a private record that reflects what the writer believed to be true, and these are excellent sources. The other is the memoir that was written for publication with the hope of selling lots of copies and making money. By 1880, the publishing industry had been cursed with the “Ned Buntline effect.” Ned wrote dime novels, the nineteenth-century equivalent of comic books. The public came to expect the Wild West and the kind of action Ned had written into his stories. Successful memoirs gave the public this sort of action. One such is the memoir of Billy Breakenridge.

Billy Breakenridge was a peace officer in various capacities. In the 1920s, he produced Helldorado, Bringing Law to the Mesquite, which will be quoted sparingly and with trepidation herein. Anything Billy had to say has to be checked against other sources. The title should have warned us. Billy is his own hero. He is also relying on memories forty years old. He tells a story of getting Curly Bill Brocious to help him collect taxes from cattle rustlers in their hidden camps. Unfortunately, the taxes being collected were real estate taxes, and if you didn’t own any land, you didn’t pay tax on it. If you did own land, its location was registered. Rustlers didn’t pay taxes even if Curly Bill showed you where they’re hiding. Does this mean that we should reject everything that Billy says? Of course not. He’s still a primary source, but like everything else, what he says needs to be checked against other sources. The more general point is that memoirs can be trusted about as far as the newspaper can be. To reject everything Billy Breakenridge said because of one or two misstatements would constitute an ad hominem, an argument against the man rather than against what he has written.









CHAPTER ONE

Kit Carson Is the First to Rob a Train


Gage, New Mexico, 1883

IN AUGUST 1861, LIEUTENANT COLONEL JOHN BAYLOR, COMMANDING a battalion of the Second Texas Cavalry Regiment of the Confederate States Army, announced the formation of the Confederate State of Arizona with himself as governor. He was a bit premature, for the Confederate States did not follow his lead until January 18, 1862. The state stretched from Mesilla on the Rio Grande to Yuma on the Colorado River and included everything south of Socorro, New Mexico. Confederate Arizona included most of the Gadsden Purchase and thus future Grant, Pima, Cochise, and Pinal Counties, known as the Southern Corridor. Even Confederate acknowledgment of the new state was a bit premature, for all soon-to-be-relieved Colonel Baylor controlled was the Mesilla Valley. Nonetheless, it was a start, and it recognized a geographical reality. These southern realms, including the towns of Mesilla, Pinos Altos, Tucson, and Tubac, had more in common with each other than with points farther north. When mining towns, such as Tombstone, Bisbee, Galeyville, Santa Rita, and Silver City, began to blossom and were joined by other railroad towns, such as Deming, Lordsburg, Steins, Willcox, and Benson, they too became part of this southern realm. Cochise and Grant, the two counties along the border between territories, had much in common.

For instance, both claimed the Continental Divide. Grant County placed it along a line from Silver City to Gage. You’ll pass over it if you drive on I-10 between Lordsburg and Deming. However, if you ride Highway 80 between Tombstone and Bisbee, and as you pass through the Mule Pass Tunnel (locals call it the Time Tunnel), you will see above you on Old Divide Road a monument claiming to mark the true location of the Continental Divide. Bisbee’s claim at the top of Mule Pass would seem to be superior since Grant County places it in the flat prairie between Separ and Gage. The Bisbee divide is not connected to the one in New Mexico, but Arizona State Governor Hunt put up the marker, using prison labor apparently under his direct supervision, so it must be correct.

The Apache problem, still an issue in the early years of this account, was shared between the two counties. In the spring of 1882, Colonel Sandy Forsyth with a regiment of cavalry chased War Leader Loco’s Apaches from Separ (near Gage) to Steins Pass in New Mexico and then across Cochise County’s San Simon Valley to Fort Bowie. The newspapers claimed that the entire town of Galeyville had been wiped out. Meanwhile, Cochise County Sheriff Johnny Behan with a Cow Boy posse was chasing the Earp federal posse from Tombstone toward the San Simon1 Valley. Meanwhile, in Washington, President Chester A. Arthur and his cabinet argued about what should be done to get those wicked Cochise County Cow Boys under control. In the meantime, the Earps and Doc Holliday escaped across Grant County to Colorado.

The sky-island terrain, flat playas, dry lakes, and tall mountains are found in both, as are the mines of gold, silver, and copper, Chiricahua Apaches, and cattle ranches. In the 1880s, the range was still open. Some ranches controlled water sources and had a few acres, mostly of hay to feed their horses, under cultivation. Ownership of cattle was determined by brand. The cattlemen watched to see the brand on the cow a calf suckled, and the calf would receive the same brand. As the song says: “We rope ’em and brand ’em and cut off their…” Well, not tails, but if you’ve ever dined on mountain oysters, you now know how they were collected.

Roundup required a good deal of cooperation between cattlemen. The drovers knew each other. In a land without fences, they ranged far and wide rounding up strays and driving them into the roundup to be separated. Roundup was a time of long days, hard work, and relaxing around the campfire. The hands were likely to know each other across a very wide area. Lots of hands were needed at roundup, but not as many at other times, so ranch hands tended to drift from ranch to ranch and to get into trouble when not employed. There was also a need for weapons to defend the cattle from predators, both animal and human. Cattlemen had to command respect, often with arms, to defend their tenuous claims to water and grass they did not own. Violence was inherent on the open range.


[image: GAGE, NEW MEXICO, NEAR THE SITE OF THE 1883 ROBBERY. JUST ONE OR TWO BUILDINGS AND A CORRAL.. CREDIT: PHOTO COURTESY OF THE SOUTHERN ARIZONA TRANSPORTATION MUSEUM]
GAGE, NEW MEXICO, NEAR THE SITE OF THE 1883 ROBBERY. JUST ONE OR TWO BUILDINGS AND A CORRAL.. CREDIT: PHOTO COURTESY OF THE SOUTHERN ARIZONA TRANSPORTATION MUSEUM



During the morning of Saturday, November 24, 1883, two men dressed as cowboys rode up to Eaton’s hay camp near Gage, a dusty whistle-stop thirty miles or so west of Deming. The younger of the two, riding a horse, leaned over in the saddle to greet Albert Eaton and another man, who were bent over repairing the Gage corral and wondering why they bothered. The young man had two broken front teeth. His blond partner, a few years older, rode a mule and had a facial quirk. In conversation, his large mouth was wreathed in smiles when he spoke. The younger man wanted to know when the trains ran east and west. The men at the hay camp told them that the eastbound passenger train should pass through after 4 p.m. The questions weren’t unusual. Gage had a tiny train station, cattle pens and loading ramp, a water tower, and telegraph key. It was flat, dusty, and windswept with vistas that stretched away to craggy brown hills in the distance. The riders thanked him and rode away to the east.

Gage was located on the continental divide, the Big Divide, between Separ, a place few people had ever heard of, and Deming, where the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe (ATSF) Railroad joined the Southern Pacific. Separ does have some minor notoriety. During the Apache wars, a colonel loaded his cavalry regiment on the train at Separ to move them to Cochise, Arizona. This was the first time a train had been used to tactically move cavalry to thwart the Apaches. Later, the High Five Gang twice robbed the entire town. From Gage, the Santa Fe shared tracks with the Southern Pacific as far as Benson. Gage was there because the old wood-burning locomotives needed water just about every fifteen miles. Then someone thought: “The train has to stop anyway. I’ll bet if I put a corral here and a loading ramp…” That was pretty much as far as the thought got. Before the days of powerful electric generating stations, the telegraph, which frequently tagged along with the railroad, used bell-jar batteries. These weren’t very powerful, so the message had to be resent about every fifteen miles.

Six miles east of Gage, the two riders from Gage, Kit Carson Joy and Frank Taggert, met two compadres, Texan Mitch Lee and George Washington Cleveland. It was early days for train robbers as well as for the express service. Both train robbers and the express companies would learn from this first encounter. Having only the most basic tools, the boys dug under the crossties and separated a rail from the bed. It was a lot of work. Future outlaws usually disdained the labor or used tools to pulls spikes and unbolt fishplates, thereby leaving the rail loose but in place and less visible to approaching trains. A few minutes after 4 p.m., they cut the telegraph wire. “At first, only the whistle of the approaching train could be heard, but soon came the sound of exhausts, growing ever louder, until abruptly the locomotive snout rounded the last curve” and hove into sight.2
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