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  The Comic Opera Outlaw of California




  ONE OF THE MOST FASCINATING CHARACTERS TO RIDE OUT OF THE pages of the Old West was a little-known outlaw named Dick Fellows. Not only was he a dismal failure as a bandit, but for some unknown reason, horses hated him. On more than one occasion it was a horse that led to his incarcerations at San Quentin.




  Dick’s career as a road agent began in 1869, when he attempted to rob the Soledad stage on the outskirts of Santa Barbara. He hid behind a large tree in a boggy area and waited for the stagecoach to come down the road. He then jumped out and shouted at the driver to stop. As soon as the stage came to a halt, a soldier opened the door, scampered out of the coach, and hid in the bushes. While Dick was occupied with the soldier, the driver took off with the stage. Dick missed getting the strong box, but he did collect three hundred dollars from the soldier.




  Persistent in his efforts to earn a living as a highwayman, Dick decided to rob the stage that traveled down the Cahuenga Grade from Santa Barbara. He once again hid in a grove of oak trees, and waited for the coach to come down the hill. Waving his gun in the air, he jumped from his hiding place and shouted at the driver to stop. One of the passengers took a couple of shots at Dick, and the bandit dived for cover. The noise of the gunshots spooked the horses, and they tore down the road, precariously weaving from one side of the road to the other. Keeping the stage from turning over, the driver was able to bring it under control and continue on his way.




  Dick mounted his horse and raced over a shortcut that brought him to a place the stagecoach had to pass. Jumping off of his horse, he hung his hat and coat on a stick and placed it on a hill overlooking the road. When the driver reached the spot where Fellows was waiting, he saw what looked like a man standing on the hill. Afraid of being shot, he threw down the strongbox and drove on. Dick waited until the stage was out of sight before he opened the box. He got 435 dollars for his trouble. Not bad for an hour’s work.




  All of this strenuous activity made Dick hungry. Later that night, on the way back to town, he stopped at a roadside cafe. Unfortunately for Dick, some of the local ranchers recognized him before he could sit down to eat. One of the men drew his pistol and ordered Dick to surrender. Dick grabbed the gun just as the man fired, and the bullet hit him in the foot. He blew out the lantern and dove through the window into the darkness. Later that night, he found a doctor to patch up his foot.




  The next morning, a posse caught up with Dick; he was arrested on the spot. On January 31, 1870, he was sentenced to ten years in San Quentin for attempted murder and highway robbery. In prison, Dick took advantage of his job in the library to read and educate himself. He got religion and set up a Sunday Bible school for some of the inmates. He convinced the warden that he was a changed man and that he had seen the error of his ways. He had served only five years, when the State of California granted him a pardon.




  Dick wandered around California for the next year. He managed to keep out of trouble, and in November 1875 he checked into a Bakersfield hotel under his real name, Richard Perkins. A month later, in a crowded train station in Caliente, California, the outlaw watched armed guards transfer 240,000 dollars in gold coins from a train to a waiting stagecoach. As soon as it was loaded, the stagecoach, four armed guards, and the gold coins headed out of town toward Los Angeles.




  Dick realized the job would take at least two men, so he told a partner he had acquired somewhere along the way to ride on ahead and wait for him at a deserted spot in the road. Renting a gentle-spirited mare with kind eyes, the highwayman took off in hot pursuit. The horse didn’t like him, and a mile and a half from town it bucked him off and returned to the stable. Dick flew through the air and landed in the middle of the road. After several minutes of sitting in the dust, he stood up, dusted himself off, and walked back to Caliente.
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  Dick Fellows held up stagecoaches like this. COURTESY SANTA BARBARA HISTORICAL MUSEUM




  Before long, Dick came up with a new idea. He decided to rob the northbound stage from Los Angeles. Stealing a horse from the hitching post in front of a general store, he climbed into the saddle and rode out of town. Stopping the stage about a mile outside of town, Dick ordered the driver to throw down the strongbox. The driver complied, and when the box hit the ground, the stage continued on its way. Dick dismounted, dragged the box toward his horse, and tried to load it on the horse’s back. The horse had no intention of carrying that heavy box. It bolted and took off for town, leaving the outlaw and the box in the middle of the road.




  Night was fast approaching, and Dick knew he had to get away before a posse showed up. Dragging the box off the road into the brush and stumbling around in the dark, he missed his footing and fell fifteen feet into a ditch. The fall broke his left leg above the ankle, and the box tumbled into the ditch after him, landing with a thud on his left foot. Dick screamed as it crushed his instep. Despite the intense pain, he smashed the lock with the butt of his gun, lifted the lid, and removed eighteen hundred dollars. He then crafted crutches from an old tree branch, hobbled to a nearby farm, stole another horse, and headed into the valley flatlands.




  The next morning, James Hume, one of Wells Fargo’s best detectives, took off with a large posse and caught up with Dick. The horse had a mule shoe on one hoof, so it was easy to track. Dick was arrested without a fight and incarcerated in the Kern County jail to await trial.




  Dick pleaded guilty to robbery and was sentenced to eight years in prison. The day before he was to be transferred to San Quentin, Dick used the new crutches the county provided him to make a hole in the floor of his cell. He tunneled his way under the jail and shuffled down the street.




  The escapee hid in some trees on the banks of the Kern River for two days while posses scoured the countryside for him. Cold and hungry, he crawled into a farmer’s corral to steal another horse. Dick found one he liked and tied it to a railing while he went into the barn to get a saddle. This horse didn’t like Dick any better than the other horses had and wanted no part of him. Using its teeth, the horse managed to untie the rope from the rail and take off for town at a fast gallop. The outlaw stood in the corral and stared as the horse disappeared down the road. Dick was recaptured later that day and was held under guard until he could be transferred to San Quentin.




  After five years of hard labor, Dick was released from prison. He tried to go straight, but honest employment didn’t suit him. The lure of easy money was too tempting for him to ignore. After a few months of freedom, he returned to robbing stagecoaches. Dick knew that most of the lawmen and Wells Fargo detectives in the Bakersfield area would recognize him on sight, so he moved his operations to the area between San Jose and San Luis Obispo.




  Dick pulled off several successful robberies, but it wasn’t long before the law was on his trail. They found him hiding at a ranch in Santa Clara County and placed him under arrest. Even though he was under heavy guard, he somehow managed to escape. A posse recaptured him in the Santa Cruz Mountains and returned him to the county jail.




  The trial was held in Santa Barbara, and he was sentenced to life in prison. Jail was the last place he wanted to be, and he had no intention of staying there. At the first opportunity, he broke out of jail and sprinted down the street. Spotting a horse tied to a stake in an empty field, he ran over to it. Pulling up the stake, Dick grabbed the rope and leaped on the horse’s back.
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  Dick Fellows arrives at San Quentin to serve his third term. COURTESY SANTA BARBARA HISTORICAL MUSEUM








  Earlier that morning, the horse had ingested some locoweed and was suffering from its effects. As soon as Dick climbed on its back, the horse bucked and thrashed around in a narcotic-induced frenzy. Dick flew through the air and landed on his head. The animal raised such a ruckus that it attracted the attention of the sheriff and his deputies. They arrested the unconscious outlaw and took him back to jail. Safe from cantankerous horses at last, Dick spent the remainder of his life in prison.


   




    

  
Stagecoach Mary





  MENTION THE WILD WEST AND PEOPLE PICTURE PIONEERS CROSSING the plains, gunfighters, lawmen, blue-coated soldiers, and wild Indians. Most of these men were pretty tough customers, but there were also some pretty wild women who played a big part in the settling of the West. One of the roughest, toughest hellions to ride the western trails was a black female nicknamed “Stagecoach Mary,” the second woman in history to drive a US mail coach.




  In the entire West, Mary Fields had no equal. She was a six-foot, two hundred pound, cigar-smoking giant, and she packed a pair of six-shooters and a 10 gauge shotgun. Short-tempered, she settled her arguments with a fist or a gun. She could outshoot, outride, outcurse, and outdrink any man in the Montana Territory. Mary believed she was the equal of any man of any color, and she never stepped aside for anyone. The Great Falls Examiner reported that she broke more noses than any other person in central Montana.




  Born in 1832, Mary started life as a slave but was freed at the end of the Civil War. Many ex-slaves chose to work for their former masters after the war, and Mary was no exception. Responsible for raising the five children of Judge Edmund Dunne on his plantation in Hickman County, Tennessee, Mary worked for the Dunnes until 1883, when Edmund’s wife, Josephine, passed away. Stricken with grief and unable to care for his children, Edmund asked Mary to take the children to their aunt, Mother Mary Amadeus, the mother superior of an Ursuline convent in Toledo, Ohio. After delivering her charges to the nuns, her services were no longer required. Mary then took a job on a Mississippi riverboat, the Robert E. Lee, as a chambermaid, laundress, and servant to the families who sailed on the Mississippi River.






  Mary was on board the steamboat in June 1870 when the Robert E. Lee and the Natchez VI raced up the Mississippi River from New Orleans to St. Louis. She loved to tell anyone who would listen how during the race, some crewmen tossed anything they could get their hands on, including barrels of resin, sides of ham, and bacon, into the boiler, while other crewmen closed the relief valves to build up the steam pressure. In a 1914 interview she told a reporter for a local newspaper in Cascade, Montana: “It was so hot in the cabins that passengers were forced to stay out on deck. It was expected that the boilers would burst, but they didn’t. The Robert E. Lee won the race by several hours.”




  Mary worked on the riverboats for many years and became tired of her life on the river. Missing one of Dunne’s daughters, whom she had raised into adulthood, she decided to search for her. Boarding a northbound steamboat, Mary traveled up the Mississippi. Reaching Toledo, Ohio, she found her former charge, who had since become Mother Annunciation at the Ursuline convent.




  Mother Mary Amadeus was no longer at the convent. She had been transferred to a convent in Helena, Montana. Mother Amadeus Dunne, a cousin of Annunciation, was now in charge of the convent. She took Mary in, provided her with room and board, and paid her to guard the convent garden and cloister courtyard. She saw to it that Mary was always attired in a black dress, cape, and black cap, and gave her a special place for her prayers in the convent chapel. She overlooked Mary’s insistence on carrying a .38 Smith & Wesson under her apron, her attachment to a pet dog, and her custom of smoking big black cigars, drinking from a whiskey jug, and driving a hack around town at breakneck speed. According to the convent archives, Mary was musically inclined, and the nuns taught her to read music and sign her name. Convent records also show that on many occasions the sisters lent her money and she always repaid them.




  Mother Amadeus finished her term as mother superior and in 1884 was selected to lead six nuns to Miles City, Montana, to establish schools for the children of settlers and Indians in the area. The work was hard, and Mother Amadeus took sick with pneumonia. She wrote to the nuns in Ohio to send Mary to help her. Mary had become much more cantankerous toward the public since Mother Amadeus left Ohio, so the nuns were happy to send her out west. Mary was happy to go.




  St. Peter’s Mission and Indian School was a simple frontier facility. Most of the buildings were in dire need of repair, and Mary was hired to chop wood, perform stone work and rough carpentry, dig ditches, wash clothes and sacristy linens, care for more than four hundred chickens, and tend a large vegetable garden for the sisters. When the mission reserves ran low, she made her customary supply runs to the train station. On occasion she hauled freight to the mission from Great Falls to Helena, Montana.




  One cold winter night, Mary was returning to the convent with a wagonload of supplies. Surrounded by a pack of wolves, the terrified horses bolted. The wagon hit a large boulder and overturned, dumping Mary and the supplies onto the prairie. Throughout the long, dark night, she held the wolves at bay. The next morning, the nuns found her sitting on the overturned wagon with a rifle across her knees, guarding her team and the supplies.




  The citizens of Helena didn’t know what to make of this black hellion in their midst. The Native Americans called her “White Crow” because she acted like a white woman but had black skin. A schoolgirl wrote an essay about Mary saying she drank whiskey and swore, and that being a Republican made her a low, foul creature in the public’s eye.




  In the extreme cold of the Montana winters, Mary dressed like a man. An unforgettable sight in her wool cap, boots, a long dress, and a pair of men’s pants—a .38 Smith & Wesson strapped under her apron and carrying her shotgun—Mary was ready for anything.




  On more than one occasion, Mary engaged in open warfare with some of the men in the area, and she always came out on top. She had a standing bet that she could knock out any man with one punch, but she never found anyone foolish enough to take her up on it. When a local drunk made the mistake of making faces and insulting her, she picked up a rock and adorned his face. The last time anyone saw him, he was running for the Canadian border. In a shootout with a cowboy, her bullet came a little too close for his comfort. The cowboy took the hint and got out of town.






  In spite of her rough edges and wild behavior, the sisters loved Mary and appointed her foreman over the workers at the school. In return for their love and trust, Mary declared herself the protector of the Ursuline nuns at St. Peter’s Catholic Mission, safeguarding them from drunken cowboys, Indians, and four-legged predators.




  Always ready for trouble, Mary was quick to settle it. A disgruntled Chinese hired hand confronted her and wanted to know why she earned two dollars a month more than he did. “You’re nothing but an uppity colored woman. What makes you think you’re worth nine dollars a month anyway?” he yelled.




  Mary ignored him until she heard him repeat his complaint once too often at a local saloon, where she happened to be a regular customer. She chased the hired man behind the nunnery, where he had been digging a latrine. Grabbing her gun and firing a shot at him, she missed; he fired back. Bullets flew in every direction, and the nuns dove for cover. Mary escaped unscathed, but one of her bullets ricocheted off a stone wall and hit her enemy in the left buttock, ruining his new $1.85 trousers.




  Some of Mary’s bullets passed through the bishop’s laundry that was hanging on a clothesline. The underwear and two white shirts he had had shipped from Boston the week before were riddled with bullet holes. The bishop was not amused. He fired Mary and gave her opponent a raise. Mary traveled to Helena to plead her case, but the bishop told her that nothing she could say or do would change his mind.




  Mother Amadeus couldn’t bear to let Mary leave the convent under such circumstances, but she had to follow the bishop’s orders. She gave Mary the money to open a restaurant in Cascade twice, but both times the business went belly-up. Mary had a big heart and fed anyone who was hungry, whether they could pay for it or not. Since Mary wasn’t a very good cook, the food wasn’t very good anyway, so she attracted few paying customers.




  Now that Mary was sixty years old and unemployed, Mother Amadeus refused to abandon her friend. In 1895 she bought Mary a wagon and a team of horses and helped her secure a government position as a mail coach driver. Mary soon developed a reputation for delivering letters and parcels in any kind of weather over any terrain. She became famous throughout the Montana Territory for carrying the mail to lonely mountain cabins and remote outposts through blinding snowstorms and blistering heat. She cut quite a figure as she drove through town perched atop the mail coach, smoking a big black homemade cigar.
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  Mary Fields was the first African-American woman to be employed as a mail carrier in the United States (1895). COURTESY OF THE URSULINE CONVENT ARCHIVES, TOLEDO, OHIO




  





  The job was fraught with hardships and danger. Thieves and wolves roamed the countryside, but they never messed with Mary. When heavy snows blocked the trails, Mary was forced to leave her horses on the side of the road and walk through the snowdrifts to deliver the mail. She earned the nickname “Stagecoach Mary” for her unfailing reliability and dedication to her job.




  As she approached her seventieth birthday, Mary decided it was time to give up her mail route and find a less strenuous way to earn a living. In 1903 Mother Amadeus was sent to Alaska to establish another mission and was no longer available to provide sustenance to Mary. The sisters at St. Peter’s Mission took up a collection and helped Mary open a laundry in her home. Mary didn’t wash many clothes. She preferred smoking her foul cigars and drinking whiskey with her friends. It didn’t matter that it was against the law for women to drink in saloons with men; the mayor gave her special permission to drink in any bar in town. The owner of the Cascade Hotel gave strict orders to his staff that Mary was to be given free meals and drinks in his establishment for the rest of her life.




  The years hadn’t mellowed Mary. She could still outcuss, outfight, outshoot, and outdrink any man in three counties. Once while having a few drinks at a local saloon, she spotted a man who owed her two dollars for his laundry. Following him into the street, she grabbed him by his shirt collar and flattened him with one punch. As she later told her drinking companions, the satisfaction she got from laying him out was worth more than the money he owed her. As far as she was concerned, his laundry bill was paid. Over the years, Mary did much for the people of Cascade. She gave a helping hand to anyone who asked her, sharing her time and money with those in need.




  Mary babysat for most of the children in the area, and then spent her own money buying gifts and candy for them. An avid baseball fan, she adopted the local baseball team as her own. For each game, she prepared a bouquet of flowers from her garden for every player, with larger bouquets reserved for the home-run hitters. She attended every game, and any man who made disparaging remarks about her team could expect a fistful of knuckles in the face.




  Mary couldn’t remember her exact birthday, but she celebrated twice a year, giving the townspeople plenty of notice. When the day arrived for the celebration, the town fathers declared a holiday and closed the school in her honor. When fire destroyed Mary’s home in 1912, the entire town turned out to rebuild it at their expense.




  Two years later, in failing health and sensing the end was near, Mary wrapped herself in blankets and lay down to die in the tall weeds near her small, two-room house. She was found by three brothers playing nearby and taken to Columbus Hospital in Great Falls, Montana. She died of liver failure at eighty-two years of age.




  Without exception, everyone in Cascade turned out to honor her. The only building in town large enough to hold the crowds was the newly constructed Pastime Theater. Every seat in the auditorium was filled, and people waited in long lines for hours to pay their last respects. So many flowers surrounded Mary’s casket that it was hidden from view.




  Mary was laid to rest in Hillside Cemetery at the foot of the mountain trail that led to St. Peter’s Mission. The single white cross that marked her grave has since been replaced by a large rock. Perhaps like the rock that guards her final resting place, her fighting spirit still protects the town.


    




 

   The Outlaw Priest




  PRIEST, OUTLAW, GUNFIGHTER, AND LAWMAN, CLEOPHAS J. DOWD WAS one of the most enigmatic characters to ride the outlaw trail. Even though most Western writers have ignored him, and few people today have ever heard of him, he is considered by some historians to be one of the fastest gunfighters of his era.




  In 1845 blight struck the Irish countryside like a plague of locusts. The Irish Potato Famine lasted for five long years; took the lives of more than a million men, women, and children; drained the people’s spirits; and drove them across the sea to America. Like so many of their countrymen, Michael O’Dowd and Bridget Matilda Foley fled from County Cork and boarded a ship for Boston. After a long sea voyage and a shipboard romance, they moved into the dilapidated tenements in the city’s Irish section with Michael’s brother, Patrick. Michael and Bridget were married in 1855.




  The dream of most Irishmen was to own their own land, and cheap land was available in California to anyone who wanted it. Patrick made up his mind to leave the overcrowded tenements and mean streets of Boston. Booking passage on a ship bound for California, he tried to convince the newlyweds to join him.




  Bridget had suffered from long bouts of seasickness on the voyage across the Atlantic and had no desire to endure the hardships of another long voyage. So in the early spring of 1856, Michael loaded his pregnant wife and their meager belongings into a wagon he had purchased with their savings and joined a wagon train heading west.




  An arduous journey brought them to the outskirts of San Francisco. Bridget went into labor, and Michael went in search of a doctor. Most of the doctors were out in the hills prospecting for gold, and those who did practice medicine charged exorbitant fees. They refused to help anyone who couldn’t pay, so Michael was forced to look elsewhere for help.




  At the Old Dolores Mission, an Irish priest gave them shelter, and on July 26, 1856, with the assistance of the nuns, Bridget gave birth to a healthy baby boy. They christened him Cleophas J. Dowd, for one of the men who walked with Jesus on the road to Emmaus. Irish tradition dictated that the first-born son would be consecrated to the priesthood. Cleophas was left in the care of the nuns at the old Spanish mission until he was old enough to attend school and receive religious instruction. At age five he entered into a routine he hated. Rising from his bed before sunrise, he attended catechism classes and an hour of prayer before he was allowed to eat breakfast. A long day of rigorous study was followed by afternoon and evening chores, a sparse evening meal, and an early bedtime. Depending on the situation, for any infraction of the rules or perceived disobedience, the priests and nuns meted out equal measures of punishment or penance. Of all of the indignities he was forced to endure, the thing he detested the most was kneeling before the priest and kissing his ring.




  Unburdened with the care of a baby, Michael, Bridget, and Patrick moved on to Marin County, across the bay from San Francisco. Over the next few years, they acquired a large parcel of land in the surrounding hills and began raising and racing Thoroughbred horses. An inveterate gambler, Patrick lost a bet on a horse race, thereby losing a large section of his ranch to Senator Leland Stanford, founder of Stanford University.




  On special occasions Cleophas was permitted to visit his parents at the ranch. It was an exciting place for a young boy whose world consisted of adobe walls, cell-like rooms, and the harsh regimen imposed upon him by the priests and nuns. He felt alive as he rode with his father’s vaqueros, wild and free over the open spaces of Marin County. The ranch hands taught him Spanish and how to use a lariat and a gun, and he reveled in the knowledge. Michael considered it unseemly for a future priest to engage in such mundane activities, so he forbade Cleophas to ever leave the mission and visit the ranch again.




  Cleophas had no intention of following his father’s orders. Having experienced the freedom of the outside world, he had no desire to remain in the purgatory of the mission. At age thirteen he climbed over a wall and ran away to the Barbary Coast, a notorious area of San Francisco defined by saloons, gambling parlors, whorehouses, and the dregs of California’s criminal society. Life was cheap on the Coast. Murder, robbery, and kidnapping were the order of the day. Cleophas joined a gang of young thieves, pickpockets, cutpurses, and delinquents, and by the time he was fifteen years old, he was their undisputed leader.




  Michael was ready to disown him until Jim Murray, an old sailor from a whaling ship out of Nantucket, Massachusetts, took an interest in the boy. Through his patience and guidance, Murray convinced Cleophas to quit the gang and straighten out his life. With Michael’s consent, Jim became Cleophas’s guardian. He purchased a dairy on Strawberry Point and gave Cleophas a job delivering milk and butter by rowboat to customers across the bay in San Francisco.




  Under the terms of the guardianship agreement, Cleophas was required to complete his schooling and become a priest. Returning to the life he detested, he resumed his studies. When he was old enough, he attended classes at the University of San Francisco and completed his training for the priesthood. By the time he graduated, he was a voracious reader, spoke seven languages, and became an expert in the art of calligraphy. Since war with Mexico was looming on the horizon, he excelled in the study of weapons and ballistics.




  On his twenty-first birthday, Cleophas took his final vows. Dressed in his long black robes, he strapped two pistols to his waist and headed for the nearest bar in Sausalito. Celebrating his newfound freedom, he had a little too much to drink. After shooting up the town and killing a cowboy in a saloon brawl, he hurriedly hoofed it out of town to escape retribution from the law and fled to his father’s ranch.




  Arriving at the ranch, the fugitive created such a clamor that he rousted his father out of a sound sleep. Michael stuck his head out of a second-story bedroom window to see what all the noise was about. Cleophas yelled at his father and blamed him for his wasted life in pursuit of the priesthood. In a fit of anger, he fired a shot at Michael, then ran to the corral and mounted his father’s prize Thoroughbred stallion. Without ever looking back, he rode east.




  

  Cleophas was certain the law was after him. In the mountains he shared a camp with a group of surveyors. Informing his newfound friends that he was on the run and needed a place to hide, he was told about an outlaw stronghold called Brown’s Hole located somewhere near Vernal, Utah. A lot of men on the run hid out there, and any lawman crazy enough to come after them would never leave the stronghold alive.




  Cleophas rode hard until he reached Brown’s Hole, where the rustlers, gunfighters, and other outlaws welcomed him with open arms. He felt safe there and could always get a hot meal at one of the ranches that dotted the area. Residents never asked questions. Shallow, unmarked graves were scattered over the landscape, and a few makeshift head-stones marked the final resting places of those who were just a little too curious.




  Many of the ranchers in Brown’s Hole were otherwise law-abiding citizens who saw nothing wrong with rustling a few steers from the large cattle companies and providing money, food, shelter, and horses to men on the dodge. In return for the favors, the outlaws helped out with roundups and other chores. Butch Cassidy and the Wild Bunch often “laid over” after a robbery, and it was not unusual to see them riding fence or changing brands on stolen cattle.




  James Warren’s ranch on Diamond Mountain was home to many notorious outlaws, rustlers, and horse thieves. Warren, a huge man and former priest, was worse than any of the outlaws who took shelter there. Cleophas took refuge at the ranch, and before long he had his first violent confrontation with the Herrera Gang, one of the most vicious gangs in the Hole. “Mexican Joe” Herrera, his brother Pablo, and more than a dozen Mexican banditos ruled the Hole through intimidation and murder. Those who disagreed with Mexican Joe met their end on the blade of his knife, their bodies tossed into the Green River.




  Joe met his end when he was caught cheating in a game of stud poker. Following an extreme run of bad luck, he began dealing from the bottom of the deck. The hombres he was playing with didn’t cotton to his manipulation of the cards. An argument ensued, someone pulled a knife, and Joe died at the table. Dragging his body outside, they buried him in a shallow unmarked grave near the south wall of the cabin. In a hurry to get back to their cards and whiskey, they went back inside and resumed playing as soon as they planted him.




  Horse racing was a favorite pastime for the residents of Brown’s Hole, and large sums of money were bet on the outcome of each race. The race between the Thoroughbred stallion Cleophas had stolen from his father and Charley Crouse’s undefeated bay mare precipitated the trouble between Cleophas and the Herrera Gang. The Herreras bet on Charley’s horse to win, but when the stallion beat the bay, Pablo became furious. Unaware that Cleophas understood the language, Pablo began to curse him in Spanish. Cleophas replied to his tirade in Spanish, and Pablo kicked the stallion in the flanks. The horse bucked and bolted, throwing Cleophas to the ground.




  Pablo assumed Cleophas was unarmed. Screaming in Spanish and pulling a knife from a sheath concealed behind his neck, he leaped through the air toward the fallen man. With lightning speed, Cleophas pulled a hidden pistol from his pocket and fired, the bullet hitting Pablo between the eyes, blowing out the back of his head.




  With blood still oozing from the wound in his head, his hands folded and tied across his chest, Pablo was laid out on a canvas tarpaulin in an open grave. In his official capacity as a priest, with his black robes blowing in the wind, a Bible in his hand, and a Colt .44 strapped to his waist, Cleophas administered the last rites. Bending down and scooping up a handful of sand, he let it trickle through his fingers onto the dead man’s face while mumbling aloud, “Rest in peace, you Mexican son of a bitch!”




  During the summer months, the Mormon bishop of Vernal drove his cattle into Brown’s Hole. In 1883 his teenage daughter, Ella Rophena, accompanied him, and since women were in short supply, she attracted the attention of every bachelor for miles around. The bishop knew how cowboys behaved around a pretty girl and was taking no chances. He kept a close watch on her whenever possible.




  While the bishop guarded Ella’s virtue, the cowboys had other ideas. Splitting into two groups, they hid in a stand of cedars, waiting for Ella to pass by on her morning ride. As she approached the trees, the first group of cowboys rode out into the open, firing their guns in the air. The sound of gunfire spooked her horse and it raced down the trail as if its tail were on fire. The terrified girl held on and somehow managed to keep her seat while the second group rode hard to the rescue.




  Cleophas was riding nearby when he heard the shots. Digging his spurs into his horse’s flank, he raced to the scene of the action in time to see Ella’s horse step into a prairie dog hole and throw her to the ground. The pursuing cowboys saw Cleophas ride up with a gun in his hand and scurried for cover. Ella was thrown clear, but she hit the ground hard and broke her hip. He scooped her up in his arms and took her to the Bassett ranch where, under the tender care of Elizabeth Bassett, her injuries mended.




  Cleophas was her hero, and Ella fell in love with him. But the bishop felt that Cleophas would not be a fit husband for his daughter. He had a bad reputation as a gunfighter, he was too old for her, and, worse yet, he wasn’t a Mormon. Forbidding his daughter to ever see Cleophas again, the bishop took her back to Vernal.




  Cleophas never let anyone stand in the way of his happiness. Crashing Ella’s eighteenth birthday party, he kidnapped her and rode to a cabin in Crouse Canyon with a posse in hot pursuit. Charley Crouse and some of the outlaws from Brown’s Hole held off the posse long enough for a justice of the peace to perform the wedding ceremony.




  A few weeks before Cleophas got married, he took a job as a government hunter. Along with other hunters, he set up his camp at an army encampment in the Uinta Mountains. Early one morning, they were approached by George “Sol” Solomon, owner of a large spread in Connor Basin a few miles north of the camp. The Al Connor Gang had taken over and moved into the ranch house. Sol offered to give each man a part of his land that consisted of three valleys if they would help him drive the gang out of the basin.




  Sol and the hunters checked their guns, mounted their horses, and galloped at a fast pace to the ranch. Cleophas and his friends remained in the background with their hands on their guns while Sol cantered up to the house and called Connor out. Someone in the house opened fire and Sol dived for cover. The bullets flew in both directions, and when the smoke cleared, Connor and four of his associates lay dead. Two of the gang members had been lounging near the corrals when the shooting started. They scurried to safety up a narrow canyon while Sol and his friends walked away from the fight without a scratch.




  Once the bodies had been dragged away and buried, each man selected the piece of land he wanted. Cleophas chose an isolated section of land on Sheep Creek Canyon. He built a dugout in the side of a hill, and after the wedding, Cleophas and Ella spent their honeymoon there. A few weeks later, with the help of his friend and mentor, Jim Murray, they constructed a frame-and-log cabin.




  In an effort to make life a little easier for the newlyweds, Ella’s uncle appointed Cleophas deputy sheriff of Uintah County, Utah, and the adjoining county of Sweetwater, Wyoming. Cleophas upheld the law when it suited him, and his position provided a perfect cover for his outlaw enterprises. Raising and selling horses to the McCarty Gang, he robbed a few banks and held up a few trains along the way. He also dug a tunnel through the hill between the dugout and the corral, where he kept horses saddled and ready for a fast getaway. After he moved into the house, he used the dugout to hide men on the dodge.




  His salary as a deputy sheriff and the money from his criminal activities were not enough to support his growing family. In 1888 Cleophas took a job as a detective for the Union Pacific Railroad. He rode the rails between Ogden, Utah, and Cheyenne, Wyoming, and it isn’t known if he prevented any of his outlaw friends from holding up the trains.




  Cleophas was away from home for long periods of time, and that suited his family fine. He was abusive to them, and they lived in fear of his ire. Over the years Ella gave birth to six children, but only four lived to maturity. One of Ella’s pregnancies was terminated when a cow she was milking kicked her in the stomach, causing a miscarriage. Another child died in infancy as a result of Cleophas’s violent temper. When Ella beat him in a game of checkers, he became so angry that he picked up the checkerboard and threw it across the room. The corner of the board struck the baby in the temple as it slept in its cradle, killing it instantly. Both babies were buried on a little knoll overlooking Canyon Ranch.




  Cleophas still had family in California, and in 1897 his brother George came to Canyon Ranch for a visit. Cleophas sent his oldest son, also George, to Fort Bridger to pick up a package of fireworks for the upcoming Fourth of July celebration. On the return trip home, the harness broke and the team of horses pulling the wagon got away from young George. When Cleophas saw the broken harness, he pulled his son from the wagon and threatened to beat him. When brother George stepped between father and son and refused to allow it, Cleophas picked up a large stone and threw it at his brother, hitting him in the shoulder. Brother George drew his pistol and shot Cleophas in the groin.




  The winter of 1897–98 was a difficult time for the Dowd family. Snowbound in their cabin, Cleophas made life unbearable. As soon as the spring thaw came, Ella gathered up the younger children and took a train to California. Cleophas became irate when he discovered they were gone. Even though his wound hadn’t healed, he mounted his horse and went in search of his family. Unable to find any trace of them, he went on a three-week drinking binge.




  Returning to the ranch, Cleophas was surprised to find that his two oldest sons, fourteen-year-old George and ten-year-old Charles, had remained behind to take care of the place. Cleophas had a suspicious nature and didn’t trust his sons. When asked why they hadn’t gone with their mother, they replied that they had been in the mountains rounding up livestock when the rest of the family left.




  On the pretense of rounding up strays, Cleophas took his sons into the canyons near the Green River. George waited until their father rode on ahead and then, pulling Charley aside, said, “Papa brought us here to kill us. Now, whatever I say to him, you agree with me, you hear?” Charley looked down at the ground and nodded.




  They sat around the campfire that night, and Cleophas asked once again why they hadn’t gone with their mother. George thought about it for a moment before he spoke. Knowing it wouldn’t take much to set his father off, he phrased his words carefully. “Because we love you, Papa,” George lied. “Mama abandoned us too. We want to stay with you.” Cleophas asked Charley the same question, and Charley gave him the same reply. Their answers seemed to satisfy him.




  Cleophas’s wound was so painful that he was unable to work around the ranch. George and Charley did the best they could, but the chores were too much for them. On a clear spring day, a man named Charles Reaser arrived at the ranch looking for work. He was a rat-faced man who chewed tobacco and spit after every few words. His nose and chin were so close together, they nearly touched when he talked. Desperate, Cleophas hired him on the spot.




  George and Reaser spent many long hours together, and it wasn’t long before George told him how abusive Cleophas was. Reaser offered to help him put an end to it. On the morning of April 11, 1898, they put their plan into action. They knew that due to a hunting accident, Cleophas had stopped carrying a gun and was therefore unarmed an easy target.




  Cleophas went into the barn to repair a broken harness, and Charley went across the creek to drive the milk cows home. George walked over to his brother and told him not to go back to the house because something was about to happen. Charley hid in some bushes near the barn and waited. George went into the house and emerged a few minutes later with his father’s gun. Reaser took the gun and walked to the barn. As Charley watched, two shots rang out. Reaser ran to the corral, mounted his horse, and rode away from the ranch.




  An inquest was held at the Dowd Ranch, and Charles Reaser pleaded self-defense. He claimed that when he went into the barn, Cleophas drew a gun and fired at him. The bullet missed and lodged in the doorjamb. Reaser stated that he returned fire, one bullet hitting Cleophas in the head and the other bullet hitting the wall. The justice of the peace accepted the plea of self-defense, and he and Reaser went out and got drunk.




  Brown’s Hole hasn’t changed much in the last 150 years. It is still a wild, rugged land. On a small knoll overlooking the old ranch that Cleophas called home, the outlaw priest and two of his children rest in eternal sleep.
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