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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: THE PACIFIC WEST

The settling of the American West began at its far eastern edge along the Mississippi River, and, on its western edge, along the Pacific Ocean. The vast land in between would later be filled from both sides.


In 1769, in what would become California, Spain began establishing a series of twenty-one missions intended to convert American Indians to Christianity. To protect these missions the empire also built four presidios. The European empire claimed the land all the way up the coastline to future Washington, but it never tried to extend its footprint very far beyond San Francisco Bay. One of the reasons for that was the existence farther up the coast of a Russian colonial trading post that continued in operation until the early 1840s.


When Mexico won its independence from Spain in 1821, the new republic split California into two provinces: Alta California on the north, and Baja California on the south.


In 1848, following Mexico’s defeat in its war with the United States, Mexico ceded a huge amount of land to America, including Alta California. Soon after, Americans discovered gold in the northern mountains of the new US territory, and Congress quickly granted California statehood in 1850.


Although what would become Washington had been visited in the late 1700s by both British and US seafarers, the first Euro-Americans to reach the area on the ground were explorers Meriwether Lewis and William Clark in 1805. Beginning in 1810, both Britain and the United States established trading posts in what would become Washington and Oregon, areas rich in wildlife and timber. In fact,
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Great Britain did not relinquish its claim to the Northwest until 1846, when the 49th parallel was established as the southern boundary of British territory.


The land between the 49th parallel and the California border was designated as Oregon Territory in 1848. In 1853, Congress cut the territory in half, creating Washington Territory from the northern portion. Oregon became a state in 1859, but Washington was not admitted to the Union until 1888.


What is now Idaho was originally part of Oregon Territory, but after Oregon statehood the land area that would become Idaho was inside the boundaries of Washington Territory. In 1863, Congress created Idaho Territory, its western border set as the state of Oregon and Washington Territory, its eastern border extending to the western boundaries of Dakota and Nebraska Territories. For a time that made Idaho the largest of the nation’s ten territories, its land then including all of what would become the states of Montana and Wyoming. But when Idaho achieved statehood in 1890, its eastern border was pulled back to create its permanent configuration.


The last Pacific land acquired by the United States was Alaska, which it purchased from Russia in 1867. Many saw the acquisition of Alaska as a waste of taxpayer money—until the Yukon gold discovery in 1897. Finally designated a territory in 1912, Alaska became the forty-ninth state in 1959.


The addition of Alaska meant that two of the nation’s three largest states were in the Pacific West. Alaska is the largest of the fifty, with California ranking third. Texas completes the triad as the second-largest state.
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CALIFORNIA




AMADOR CITY (AMADOR COUNTY)

Since “city” means a large town, referring to this old gold-mining community in the western foothills of the Sierra Nevada as Amador City is something of a stretch. It’s small (in fact, it’s California’s least-populated incorporated city), but definitely not a ghost town. Named for prosperous California rancher José Maria Amador, who in 1848 began placer mining along the creek that also bears his name, the town was founded in 1851. Two years later, Amador City’s best-known mine, the Keystone, opened. In operation from 1853 to 1942, it produced $24 million in gold. When the mine closed, the town went into decline. But beginning in the 1960s, Amador City found a new form of “gold”—wineries and heritage tourism.

A walking tour available from the Amador County Chamber of Commerce (70 Ridge Rd., Sutter Creek; 209-223-0350) points out fifteen historic buildings and locations associated with Amador City’s boom days. One of the more notable structures is the redbrick, two-story Imperial Hotel (14202 Old State Highway 49; 209-267-9172). Built in 1879, it continues to host overnight guests.

Directly behind the hotel, the town’s permanent residents lie in Amador City Cemetery. Markers in the 1.25-acre cemetery allow visitors to take a self-guided tour of interesting graves.

Located in the 1860 Kling Building—the town’s oldest commercial structure—is the Amador Whitney Museum (209-267-5250). Used for a time as the local office of Wells Fargo, by the early 1990s the building was owned by antiques dealer Jerrold Whitney and artist Clayton Pinkerton. In their wills, they bequeathed the building to the town for use as a museum, hence its name. The museum opened in 1993.

Also in Amador City is the Western Hardrock Mining Museum (14207 Old State Highway 49; 209-267-0848). Located in an antiques store, the museum has a large collection of vintage mining equipment and gold rush memorabilia.


The Volcano that Wasn’t

One of the best-preserved and least touristy ghost towns in Amador County is Volcano. The community dates to 1848, when a group of ex-soldiers who had served during the just-ended Mexican-American War found gold in the area. The men had survived combat, and had proved to be adept prospectors, but they didn’t know nearly as much about geology as they thought.

Noting that the gulch where they’d discovered placer gold lay in the middle of a bowl-shaped formation, the recently discharged soldiers assumed they had stumbled on the remnants of an ancient volcano, and thought that sounded like a good name for the new mining camp. Compounding their error, they further believed that the multihued stone they found in the area was lava.

The miners’ geological theory was in time disproven, but the name Volcano stuck. While their knowledge of vulcanism was skewed, the prospectors hadn’t been wrong in their belief that a lot of gold was going to be extracted from the area. Volcano erupted as a mining boomtown, with as many as five thousand residents, and money continued to spew forth until the amount of precious metal being found waned in the mid-1860s.

The old town’s most notable survivor of the gold-mining era is the St. George Hotel, a three-story brick structure built in the early to mid-1860s. It still accommodates overnight guests. Other buildings include an old jail dating to 1871; the former Sing Kee Store, which included the local Adams Express Agency (the forerunner of Wells Fargo) office; the two-story frame Union Hotel (which included a saloon and billiards tables), and other complete and partial structures. To reach Volcano, take State Highway 88 from Jackson to Pine Grove, then turn left on Volcano Road. The town is a little over three miles from the highway turnoff.






ANGELS CAMP (CALAVERAS COUNTY)

The heavenly sounding name of this town, founded in 1849 during the California Gold Rush, did not mean its residents sported wings and halos. In fact, two of California’s most notorious outlaws spent time around here—Joaquin Murrieta and Black Bart. The town’s angelic name came from George Angel, who established a mining camp and trading post. More than $100 million in gold was extracted in the vicinity before the lode petered out.

The Angels Camp Museum (753 South Main St.; 209-736-2963) covers three acres and features an assortment of restored or re-created Gold Rush–era buildings. With 30,000 square feet of exhibit space, the museum complex covers all aspects of the area’s Gold Rush history and features one of the nation’s largest collections of vintage wagons and carriages.

The Angels Hotel (Main Street and Bird Way) started as a canvas tent put up by C. C. Lake in 1851. As the mining camp boomed, a one-story frame building replaced the tent. A stone building went up in 1855, and two years later a second floor was added. Newspaperman Samuel Clemens (soon to be much better known as Mark Twain) was a hotel guest in 1865 when he first heard from a bartender the tale that he would transform into a short story called “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County.” (The Angels Camp Museum has an exhibit on Twain and his famous short story.) Listed on the National Register of Historic Places, the old building is no longer a hotel, but the annual Jumping Frog Jubilee jumping frog contest takes place on the sidewalk in front of it.




AUBURN (PLACER COUNTY)

Camping in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada Mountains northwest of Sacramento—on their way to the newly found gold bonanza at Coloma, discovered on May 16, 1848—three Frenchmen realized they needn’t go any farther. They had stumbled on their own rich vein of gold, only the third find in California’s Mother Lode. First known as “North Fork Dry Diggings,” the suddenly booming mining town was named Auburn in 1849. Following Placer County’s organization in 1851, Auburn became the county seat. Its economic engine further stoked by the arrival of the railroad in the 1860s, Auburn flourished until the gold played out.

Opened in 1994, the Placer County Museum (101 Maple St.; 530-889-6500) occupies the ground floor of the three-story, granite-and-brick Placer County courthouse, built in 1898 and still in use. The museum covers the county’s early American Indian inhabitants and the Gold Rush era. A self-guided walking tour of Auburn historic sites is also available through the museum.


The Pirate of the Placers

The son of a British army officer, Richard A. Barter grew up in Canada, but like so many others, he came to the Northern California gold country in 1850 hoping to cash in on the new Eldorado. Settling at a mining camp on the North Fork of the American River, known as Rattlesnake Bar, Barter acquired his nickname—Rattlesnake Dick.

The name made Barter sound more ominous than he was—at least, at first. He dodged jail time after being accused of purloining clothes from a Jewish peddler, but stealing a mule netted him a one-way trip to San Quentin Prison. There he met a convict named Tom Hughes. After escaping from San Quentin, now calling himself Tom Bell, Hughes organized an outlaw gang with as many as thirty members. After completing his sentence, Barter joined Bell and his colleagues in robbing gold-laden pack trains or stagecoaches. When Bell finally got caught—and hanged—by vigilantes, Barter formed his own criminal cabal and took up where Bell had left off. Soon Rattlesnake Dick, who began using the alias of Dick Wood, became better known as the Pirate of the Placers.

Auburn constable John Boggs relentlessly pursued Rattlesnake Dick and the gang. Finding the outlaw and several of his cohorts a mile south of Auburn on July 11, 1859, Boggs’s attempt to make arrests devolved into a gun battle that left one deputy dead and another wounded. Boggs believed Rattlesnake Dick had been wounded, but the bandit escaped.

The lawman had been right. Badly wounded, Rattlesnake Dick opted to kill himself. When they found him the next morning, the dead outlaw gripped a revolver in his right hand and clutched a piece of paper in the other. Written in pencil, one side of the paper read: “Rattlesnake Dick dies but never surrenders, as all true Britons do.”

They buried Rattlesnake Dick twice. His first grave was in the Old Auburn District Cemetery. But in 1893 his remains were exhumed and reburied in Auburn’s new city cemetery (1040 Collins Dr.). A large, irregular granite slab placed in the twentieth century marks his grave.






BODIE (MONO COUNTY)

Reverend F. M. Warrington arrived in Bodie in 1861 to find a town with no shortage of work for a preacher, even if a lot of it involved conducting funerals. With its sixty-five saloons (not to mention brothels and gambling places), Warrington saw Bodie as “a sea of sin, lashed by the tempests of lust and passion.” Like so many other early California towns, it was the lust for gold, not necessarily the pleasures of the flesh, that led to Bodie’s founding in 1859, when good diggings were discovered in the area by Waterman S. Bodey (also spelled “Body”), who gave the mining camp its name, if not its exact spelling.

After production at the most significant mine in the vicinity declined, so did Bodie. But the town gained new life when a cave-in exposed a new rich vein of ore in 1870. By 1876, Bodie had a population of ten thousand and a deserved reputation for roughness. Legend holds that one man a day died violently. “Good-bye, God! We are moving to Bodie!” a young girl was said to have written in her diary when she learned her family planned on moving to the wild boom-town. Production from the mines began to wane in the first half of the 1880s, and a devastating fire in 1892 set the town back even further.

When people began leaving Bodie by the figurative ore wagon-load, they left the town intact. In 1929, the ghost town attracted the attention of Universal Studies, which briefly brought the town back to life while filming the Western Hell’s Heroes. In that film, Bodie starred as New Jerusalem, a fictional New Mexico town. While the studio was only interested in saving money by not having to build a substantial Western town set, the movie proved to be a gift to posterity. In 1932, another fire destroyed 70 percent of the town. Fortunately, Bodie’s pre-fire appearance had been captured on camera. Despite the fragility of early nitrate film, the movie has survived. Though flames claimed many of its old buildings, the town’s remote location and high altitude (8,000-plus feet above sea level) left it better preserved than most abandoned mining boomtowns. When the state opened the site as Bodie State Historic Park (seven miles south of Bridgeport at the end of State Road 270; 760-616-5040) in 1962, nearly 170 of its original wooden buildings still stood. The state maintains the site in what the park’s website calls “arrested decay.” That means Bodie still looks like an old mining town, not a reconstructed old mining town. The park is open only during daylight hours, with no facilities other than drinking water and toilets.




BORREGO SPRINGS (SAN DIEGO COUNTY)

A small town surrounded by a vast desert, Borrego Springs is not noted for anyone who ever lived here or for anything that ever happened here, but for the multiple thousands of west-bound travelers who passed through the area in the middle nineteenth century.

The last leg of the east–west transportation route known as the Southern Emigrant Trail cut through the desert in what is now eastern San Diego County. A long segment of the old trail can be explored in Anza-Borrego Desert State Park (200 Palm Canyon Dr.; 760-767-4205). The name honors Spanish explorer Captain Juan Bautista de Anza, whose command passed through this desert while blazing a south-to-north trail from Sonora (in what is now Mexico) to San Francisco, in 1774. The second part of the name is the Spanish word for sheep, for the bighorn sheep found in the bordering high country.

The Southern Emigrant Trail, much of it following trails developed by American Indians, was first used by whites during the Mexican-American War when Lieutenant Philip St. George Cooke’s command traveled across this part of California on their way to San Diego in 1847. Following the discovery of gold in Northern California, thousands of Forty-Niners made their way through this desert. Later, the Butterfield Overland Mail used the same trail.

In addition to maps and general informational material, the Anza-Borrego Desert State Park visitor center has exhibits interpreting the history of the area and the trail that passed through it. California’s largest recreation area, the park covers more than a half-million acres.




CALICO (SAN BERNARDINO COUNTY)

The quest for silver, not gold, led to the founding of this town in the middle of the Mojave Desert. During its heyday in the 1880s, Calico had some 3,500 residents with 500 mines operating in the Calico Mining District. But when the price of silver plummeted in 1893, so did Calico’s fortunes. At its peak, Calico had been producing 10 percent of the nation’s silver. Considered one of the best-preserved ghost towns in the nation, all but five of its buildings were restored in the early 1950s by Walter Knott of Knott’s Berry Farm fame. His uncle had been county sheriff during the town’s wild and woolly days. In 1966, the Knott family deeded the town site to the county, which operates it as Calico Ghost Town Regional Park (36600 Ghost Town Rd.; 760-254-3679), four miles northwest of Yermo. An 1887-vintage adobe building on Main Street known as the Lane House opened as a museum in 2001.




CAMPO (SAN DIEGO COUNTY)

Only two miles north of the Mexican border, the community of Campo began in 1868, when brothers Silas and Lumen (some sources have his name as “Luman”) Gaskill arrived from Northern California to open a general store. In addition, they built a hotel, a gristmill, and a blacksmith shop. Their customers were primarily area ranchers, many having come to California from Texas following the Civil War. In fact, for a time the area was informally known as “Little Texas.”

The Gaskills did well, also enjoying trade with people who patronized the store from south of the border. At midmorning on December 4, 1875, however, it was trouble that came up from Mexico. Bandits rode into town to plunder the store, but the Gaskills and others opened fire on them. According to some sources, the shoot-out that followed is reputed to be second only to the infamous 1881 gunfight at the O.K. Corral in Tombstone, Arizona, in terms of duration, shots fired, and lives lost, although there were many livelier (and actually, deadlier) gunfights elsewhere in the Wild West. Still, when the black-powder smoke cleared, a sheepherder known only as Frenchy lay dead, and Lumen Gaskill was gravely wounded. Also seriously wounded (having been shot by Frenchy before he died), the leader of the gang died a year later. Two raiders escaped uninjured but were soon captured. However, not long after they were locked up they were freed from jail by unknown parties—and lynched.

The original Gaskill store was replaced by a more substantial stone building in 1885. The Gaskills continued to operate their store, and also ran a ranch, until they moved to San Diego in 1902. The old mercantile building now is home to the Gaskill Stone Store Museum (31130 State Highway 94; 619-663-1885). Operated by the Mountain Empire Historical Society, the museum tells the story of the gunfight.


The Last Horse Soldiers

In John Ford’s classic 1939 western, Stagecoach, the passengers of a stagecoach being attacked by Indians are saved at the last minute as a company of US Cavalry—bugles blaring, guidons flying, raised sabers flashing—comes galloping to their rescue. From the 1830s through the days of unrest along the border during the Mexican Revolution, the horse soldier was always part of the story.

That’s what makes what happened at Campo in 1944 a singular moment in the long story of American westward expansion, even though it occurred well into the twentieth century.

Established just before the beginning of World War II, Camp Lucket would have a distinction no one considered at the time: It would be the last cavalry post in the West. From 1941 to 1944, the Eleventh Cavalry Regiment, followed by the all-black Tenth Cavalry Regiment, patrolled the border here to guard remote but militarily vital railroad tracks, tunnels, communication lines, and electric infrastructure when the United States was concerned about possible sabotage, or even invasion.

When it became clear that none of that would be happening, in 1944 the Tenth Regiment was sent to Africa—but their horses stayed behind. This marked the end of an era, well beyond the point most people believe it had already ended.

What’s left of the old military installation is now privately owned. A state historical marker points out the site’s significance as the place where the Wild West arguably ended.






COALINGA (FRESNO COUNTY)

Steam locomotives needed freshwater and the bituminous coal it took to heat it. When the Southern Pacific Railroad came through the San Joaquin Valley in 1888, it built a coaling facility along its track here. The railroad unglamorously called it Coaling Station A. Eventually a community developed around the station, and when a post office was established in 1899, Coaling Station A was compacted to the more sonorous Coalinga. Incorporation followed in 1906.


Ruthless Outlaw or Robin Hood?

Joaquin Murrieta was either a ruthless outlaw or a Mexican Robin Hood, out to avenge mistreatment by Anglo Californians. He was one person, five persons, or a composite.

Beyond the mythology, a few facts exist. Whether one person or five, someone was doing a lot of stealing, robbing, and killing in the gold country. To mitigate that, on May 11, 1853, Governor John Bigler signed a legislative act creating the California State Rangers. A former Texas Ranger, Harry Love, was placed in command of the twenty-man body. (Interestingly, although the California Rangers were clearly modeled after the Texas Rangers, in the Lone Star State the Rangers would not have law enforcement authority until the 1870s. They were Indian fighters in Texas.)

The California lawmen would be paid $150 a month for three months, their specific assignment to find five men whose first name was “Joaquin,” one of them being “Joaquin Muriata.” (“Murrieta” is the most common spelling.) As further incentive, if successful, the rangers would share a $1,000 reward the governor had posted for any one of the Joaquins.

On July 25, 1853, Captain Love and some of his men found an armed party of Mexicans about fifty miles from Monterey. In the fight that followed, the rangers killed two men. One was thought to be Murrieta, the other, his almost equally notorious associate, Three-Fingered Jack. To support their claim that they had eliminated California’s most dreaded outlaw and one of his henchmen, the rangers cut off Jack’s hand and Murrieta’s head. With both specimens preserved in an alcohol-filled jar, the rangers collected their reward.

That the jars with their grisly contents were afterward displayed around the state is factual. Whether the pickled body parts came from the wanted men is still disputed. The head ended up in San Francisco, where it was lost in the 1906 San Francisco earthquake and fire. But the legend of Joaquin Murrieta is still alive and well.

A concrete marker with a metal plaque that summarizes the Murrieta story stands at 32400 Dorris Avenue (State Highway 198). The marker, nine miles north of Coalinga, says Murrieta’s death site was fourteen miles from the location of the marker. The actual site is on private property, described by the California Office of Historic Preservation only as “three large rocks in foothills SW of Cantua Creek Bridge,… 9 mi N of Coalinga.”
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