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Preface

Why a book about William “Bloody Bill” Anderson? Let us answer that question with another question: Why not a book about him? His career was, to say the least, an eventful one, and for a brief but spectacular period he played the leading role in the most viciously violent arena of the entire Civil War, with the result that even before he died he had passed from life into legend—where he remains.

“My name is Anderson. They call me Bloody Bill.”

So says an actor at the outset of the film, The Outlaw Josey Wales. Viewers know what these words signify. They understand immediately why Josey Wales, a Missouri farmer whose wife has been murdered by Kansas raiders, joins Anderson’s guerrilla gang. He wants revenge. With Bloody Bill he will get it.

Much has been written about Bill Anderson. With one exception, though, all of these writings have taken the form of either short articles or somewhat longer accounts of Anderson and his doings in biographies of William Clarke Quantrill and general histories of the guerrilla conflict in Missouri during the Civil War. The exception is Donald R. Hale’s They Called Him Bloody Bill: The Missouri Badman Who Taught Jesse James Outlawry, a slender paperbound volume published in 1975. It contains much useful information and has been of assistance in the writing of this book. But it is not, nor was it intended to be, a full-fledged account of Anderson’s career. Instead it devotes 70 of its 118 pages, many of which consist of illustrations, to Anderson’s activities during the summer and fall of 1864 and only 12 to what he did prior to then, with the remaining 30 pages dealing mainly with what happened to Anderson’s grave and to the postwar escapades of some of his followers. Thus this book represents the first attempt to present a complete account, insofar as available sources allow, of Bloody Bill’s prewar life, of how he became a guerrilla, and of the war that he and his men waged—a war that for some of them never ended until they died.

In making this attempt, we encountered two major problems, both common to all serious historical endeavors but especially difficult given the nature of our subject. One was obtaining an adequate supply of authentic and reliable sources. But this is a matter best discussed in the bibliographic essay at the end of this book, and the interested reader is referred to it.

The second major problem had to do with achieving objectivity in dealing with matters that remain controversial and about which people still have strong feelings. Compounding this problem was that one of the authors tends to be more critical than the other of the Missouri guerrillas and what they did. As it turned out, our conflicting attitudes proved beneficial rather than harmful in that they compelled us to try to reconcile them by compromise and thereby attain a greater balance in what we wrote.

Aiding us in compromise was our agreement with what B. James George Sr., the son of a Missouri guerrilla, wrote in a 1958 letter to Dr. Richard S. Brownlee, author of the then newly published Gray Ghosts of the Confederacy: Guerrilla Warfare in the West, 1861–18651 “Many, many of the guerrillas were neither neurotic nor psychotic, nor did they come out of the war with any such tendencies. . . . It was my pleasure and pride for many years to have known a large number [of them] and very few were mentally sick. They were just human beings, I would say.”

Yet in the same letter George also admitted that the guerrilla war in Missouri “attracted men of unsavory nature and reputation,” and he gave as his example Bill Anderson, whose deeds he described with the words “bitter bloodshed.”

What follows is the story of that “bitter bloodshed.” It is often an ugly story, sometimes a tragic one, but at all times it is dramatic, for nowhere was the Civil War so savage as it was in Missouri, and nowhere did it produce a protagonist more savage than Bloody Bill Anderson.
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Prologue

This is the Way We Do Business

Fayette, Missouri: Morning, September 24, 1864

Pvt. Tom Benton of the Ninth Missouri State Militia Cavalry stood beside the road leading to the garrison’s camp on the northern outskirts of Fayette, Missouri. The morning sounds were gone now. On nearby farms the cocks no longer crowed and in neighboring pastures cows had ceased their lowing. Even the chirping music of songbirds had faded as the sun began to bear down. It was going to be a hot day.

Normally sentry duty was boring. Not this time. Benton felt uneasy, even apprehensive. There was something in the air. It was intangible and unnameable yet for those very reasons all the more ominous. His eyes scanned the landscape with quick, nervous glances. The vista was familiar, but it was the unfamiliar that he looked for. Again he stared up the dirt road that led from the town; again he saw nothing out of the ordinary. The same held true for the timber along the creek to the east and the cornfield to the west, where the dry, brownish-yellow stalks rustled softly whenever stirred by a breeze. Good. But this only meant that whatever was out there had not arrived yet—not that it wasn’t coming. His tenseness increased.

Benton was just a private. He had no office with maps on the wall, he read no dispatches, he had no “dark connections” in the form of scouts and spies. Nonetheless he sensed that today something was going to happen, something so terrible that he did not want to think about it yet could not think about anything else: an attack on Fayette by bushwhackers.

That is what made it so terrible. Bushwhackers were not soldiers, at least not in the normal sense. They killed because they liked to kill, and they were merciless. If they came to Fayette, Tom Benton and his fellow militiamen would have only two choices if they wanted to live: fight or escape. To surrender meant a hideous, nasty death.

Benton wanted to live. Should the attack come his way, he would fire his rifle to give warning and then run for it. He knew he could not make it to the camp—it was too far away, and the attackers would be riding horses. His best hope was the big brick building some 250 yards up the road west of the garrison’s camp that was being used as a hospital. But if he couldn’t make it there, either, he would hide in the cornfield.

In town the hands on the courthouse clock pointed to 10:20. It was Saturday, market day, and scores of people from outlying farms and hamlets swarmed through Fayette’s business district, buying and selling, visiting friends and relatives, and, if they were men, having a drink or two, or maybe more, at one of the saloons. Fayette numbered barely a thousand inhabitants, but it was the seat of Howard County and the biggest town in that particular subregion of central Missouri. Why, it even had a female seminary. To be sure, because of the war the school no longer had any students. Instead, the three-story brick building had been turned into a hospital for sick or wounded members of the garrison. All the patients able to stand had rifles handy, and Benton counted on those convalescent soldiers to cover him if he had to flee. Like Private Benton, like the forty-five troops posted in and around the log huts of the camp, and like the thirty soldiers and pro-Union civilians stationed in the big stone, massive-columned courthouse, they were waiting.

They were waiting because a spy had reported that an attack might be coming, and if it came, it would come “soon.” Of course, such reports or rumors had arrived before and each time proved false. But there was reason to think that this one stood a good chance of being true. For the past week or so a lot of bushwhackers had been roaming about central Missouri, ambushing army detachments and wagon trains, waylaying stagecoaches, ransacking villages, robbing people, and killing—always killing—ruthlessly and sometimes in ways that made death a deliverance. Consequently, on orders from the district commander, Lt. Col. Daniel Draper had set out from Fayette several days ago with Maj. Reeves Leonard’s battalion of the Ninth Missouri Militia Cavalry to track down and slay as many of the “wolves” as possible. The departure of this force reduced the town’s garrison to only 150 soldiers plus some civilian volunteers, commanded by a young lieutenant named S. S. Eaton. If there was going to be an attack, it would be hard to pick a better time than “soon.”

High overhead the clock in the courthouse tower tolled the half-hour when its hands pointed to 10:30. Off to the south, a dust cloud rose above the trees along the road to Rocheport. Was it Draper and Leonard returning? They came in columns of four, riding slowly up Main Street toward the courthouse square. As they drew nearer, it could be seen that they wore blue Union uniforms. Everybody relaxed. There would be no attack. Up at the camp, sitting in his tent, Lieutenant Eaton resumed writing a letter.
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Figure P.1 Howard County Courthouse, Fayette, Missouri.

COURTESY OF ROBERT H. BRAY.



Standing on the sidewalk watching the column file by was a black man wearing a blue uniform jacket. Suddenly one of the horsemen drew a pistol and shot the man. These men in blue were bushwhackers!

As civilians scurried for cover, the soldiers and armed citizens in the courthouse opened fire. Breaking into a gallop, the attackers dashed through the square and toward the camp. Only a few tarried to fire their revolvers at the courthouse, shattering windows. A hail of bullets from long musket barrels—all that could be seen of the defenders—answered them. One rider, a man with a flowing red beard, jumped from his horse, ran to the courthouse entrance, then blazed away at the heavy wooden doors. When his pistol was empty, he dodged back through the smoke and disappeared. So, too, did the other assailants. Nothing could be gained by popping revolvers at invisible foes in a stone building.

Sweeping up the road where Private Benton had been standing sentry, some seventy-five attackers halted in a ravine, spread out in a battle line, then charged toward the log cabins up on the ridge, screaming and firing as they came. Orange-red flashes spewed from loopholes in the cabin walls. As usual when fired downhill at an advancing enemy, most of the bullets went too high. Even so, some saddles were emptied, in others men swayed, and horses stumbled and fell. The charging line halted, milled about, then retreated to the shelter of the ravine.

A few minutes later another charge took place. With shouts of “Scalp them! Scalp them!” the bushwhackers got close enough to leap from their mounts and run forward to knock the chinking from the logs and set the log cabins ablaze. Inside one of the cabins a frightened voice cried out, “Don’t fire your revolvers until they get among us!” Fortunately, the attempt failed and with it the second assault. So did a third sally, but it was merely a feint designed to cover the removal of as many dead and wounded from the field as possible. That accomplished, the attackers formed into a march column, then headed westward along the Glasgow Road.

Silence settled over Fayette, a silence that seemed strange, almost eerie, after the din of the battle. Had the enemy gone? Or were they getting ready to strike again from a different direction and with even greater ferocity? Lookouts up in the courthouse cupola shouted down that they saw a long cloud of dust moving west toward Glasgow. Soldiers began emerging from the cabins, the hospital, and the courthouse. Civilians likewise came out from their hiding places. Many felt as if they were awakening from a terrible nightmare. But the broken glass on the sidewalks, the dead men and horses lying in the streets and fields, and the smell of gunpowder smoke, gray wisps of which still floated among the trees, told them that this had been no dream. It had been as real as the sun shining bright and hot above, and when the bells of the courthouse clock sounded 11:30, they realized that it had all happened in less than an hour.

Details of soldiers looked for enemy dead and wounded. They found five of the former, none of the latter. They placed the corpses in a row on the street. Their own loss seemed to be just one dead and two wounded. Then someone remembered Private Benton. Where was he?

The answer lay in the cornfield. His body was mangled by bullets. His scalp had been nailed to a fence. With it was a note: THIS IS THE WAY WE DO BUSINESS.

Rage rose in the soldiers’ throats and burst forth in howls of primeval vengeance. Galloping into town, they rode their horses over and over the five bodies, trampling and mashing them into the dirt.1

Such was the war in Missouri in 1864. It did not take place on the same scale as in Virginia or Georgia, where the contending armies numbered in the tens of thousands and casualties were counted in equal measure. But what it lacked in size, it more than made up for in sheer viciousness and horror. And while elsewhere Federals fought under the stars and stripes and Confederates beneath the stars and bars, in Missouri both sides served the same banner: a black flag, crimsoned with blood.

It was a different war in Missouri—a very different war.








Chapter One

The Last Man You Will Ever See

The Glasgow Road: Afternoon, September 24, 1864

The pungent reek of blood hung over the long line of horsemen riding westward from Fayette. Some of the wounded remained mounted, slumping in their saddles. Many more lay twisting with agony in wagons and buggies taken, along with their teams, from Fayette itself and farmhouses along the way. Head wounds, gut shots, mangled arms and legs dripped blood, splattering the yellow dust of the road. Never before had they suffered such heavy losses: eight dead, more dying, and a couple dozen wounded, some badly. Never again, they resolved, would they attack an enemy they could not shoot but who could shoot them. Their object was to kill, and you could not do that if you got killed.1

Almost all of them were in their late teens or early twenties and natives of western Missouri, in particular the counties bordering the Missouri River—the “Big Muddy.” With few exceptions their families had come from Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee to grow in the fresh, fertile soil of Missouri the same crops that they had produced in their home states, tobacco and hemp. Prior to the war the more prosperous had owned slaves—not many, as a rule, but some. Before the war, too, back in the mid-1850s their fathers, uncles, and older brothers had tried to turn the newly opened territory of Kansas into a slave state. They believed that Kansas naturally belonged to them, separated as it was from Missouri only by a line drawn on a map, and they resented the Yankees coming in from New England, New York, Ohio, and other Northern states with the avowed purpose of making it a free state where slaves, and thus slaveowners, would not be tolerated. They struggled to prevent this from happening, and Kansas became “Bleeding Kansas” as both sides fought, raided, and massacred each other. For a while it seemed that the Missourians—Border Ruffians, as they were called—would prevail thanks to the advantage of proximity, but in the end they went down before the overwhelming numbers of the Northern settlers, who turned Kansas into a Yankee fiefdom, an antislavery stronghold.
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The Kansas conflict also brought a new political party into being in the North—the Republicans, dedicated to banning slavery from all the western territories as the first step toward eventually eliminating it in the South itself. In 1860 they carried every Northern state except one and so elected Abraham Lincoln president. “A house divided against itself cannot stand,” he declared, and when he added that the nation must either be all free or all slave, there could be no doubt that he meant for it to be all free. Seven states of the lower South seceded and formed the Confederate States of America, soon to be joined by four others from the upper South. Southerners believed that in leaving the Union, they were merely exercising their constitutional right, not to mention the right of revolution and the right of self-defense. Most Northerners, Democrats as well as Republicans, regarded secession as rebellion—a rebellion that had to be suppressed if the Union and “government of the people, by the people, and for the people” were to survive.

And so the war came. Many Missourians, especially in the western part of the state, wished to join the Confederacy, but a great many more remained loyal to the “old flag” or took refuge in passive, ambiguous neutrality. Furthermore, Union states bordered Missouri on the east (Illinois), the north (Iowa), and the west (Kansas and Nebraska), whereas only sparsely populated Arkansas to the south provided a direct link with the Confederacy. Outnumbered and outflanked, prosecessionist Missouri forces under Maj. Gen. Sterling Price failed, despite initial successes, to gain control of the state during the summer and fall of 1861 and had to retreat into Arkansas. Only partisans, guerrillas or bushwhackers, as they commonly were called by others and themselves, remained to challenge Federal domination.

In the beginning they consisted merely of small, local, ad hoc bands defending and retaliating against the persecutions of Missouri Unionists and the depredations of Kansas jayhawkers, who, under such leaders as Jim Lane and Charles “Doc” Jennison, ravaged the western border counties. Rapidly, though, they grew in strength, skill, and effectiveness until they were able to go on the offensive, harassing Federal occupation troops, terrorizing Unionists, and making raids into Kansas itself. The inevitable outcome—inevitable because of the very nature of guerrilla warfare when waged as part of a civil war—was an ever-ascending spiral of violence as reprisal begat reprisal, murder begat murder, and atrocities begat atrocities, with neither side giving nor asking for quarter.

Also, to begin with, most of the bushwhackers were motivated mainly by a desire to fight for what they deemed to be their rights and avenge what they considered to be their wrongs. They thought of themselves as Southerners and believed that the Confederacy was needed to save the South and its way of life from Yankee thralldom. And they knew what that would mean from personal experience. Few among them did not carry in their minds and see in their dreams blue-clad soldiers ransacking and burning houses, ragged and starving families begging from door to door, jayhawkers torturing and killing old men, Union militia and regular Federal troops shooting or hanging captured comrades on orders from their commanders to treat guerrillas as outlaws, bodies floating facedown in creeks, their hands chalk white and nearly severed by a futile struggle to get free of the piano wire that bound them. Sometimes the house and families were their own, the tortured and dead men their fathers, grandfathers, brothers, friends, or neighbors. Only one response could be made to such deeds, and they gave it—that and more.2

But in doing so they paid a price: degeneration. For many—too many—the thirst for revenge became mixed with a lust for loot, causing the difference between guerrilla and bandit to blur, then all but disappear. At the same time, a growing number of bushwhackers—probably not a majority but certainly a large minority—began killing for the sheer thrill of it or callous, cold-eyed thugs who, to quote what a Confederate general wrote about Missouri partisans after observing them in Texas, “regard the life of a man less than [that] of a sheep-killing dog.” For such as these, bushwhacking ceased to be a means to an end and instead became an end in itself. “You need not consider me a Confederate officer,” declared George Todd, one of the top guerrilla chieftains, to a captive a few days before the attack on Fayette. “I intend to follow bushwhacking as long as I live.”3
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Figure 1.1 Bloody Bill Anderson.

COURTESY OF THE STATE HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF MISSOURI.



Thus the men riding along the Glasgow Road. Some still wore Federal uniform jackets, the disguise by which they had come close to catching Fayette’s garrison off guard. Most, though, were clad in loose-fitting, low-cut, large-pocketed hunting shirts ornately embroidered across the front and around the cuffs with green garlands and red and blue flowers, the loving handiwork of mothers, sisters, and girlfriends but rarely a wife—bushwhacking did not lend itself to connubial ties. All colors of ribbons dangled from felt hats cocked on one side by a crescent- or star-shaped pin to which was attached a plume or squirrel tail. Pants tucked into knee-high, Mexican-spurred boots completed the costume, except for the most important feature of all—a pistol belt with two holstered revolvers and often a couple more thrust into the belt. They were, typically, five- and six-shot .36-caliber Colt Navies—the best, because they were the most accurate and reliable handguns of the time. The bushwhackers did not carry so many of these weapons out of vain bravado but for the very practical reason that they wanted to be able to keep firing rapidly without stopping to reload, a tricky and risky business on horseback in the midst of a fight, even if you had, as they did, preloaded spare cylinders, in those large shirt pockets. In their hands the revolvers were not simply tools of war but instruments of execution.4

This was especially true for the man riding at the head of one portion of the column. Dressed entirely in black—hat, velvet shirt, pants, boots—he was lean and sinewy and looked taller sitting in the saddle of his large black horse than his actual height of five ten. Long, thick, dark-brown hair, a thin mustache, and a short pointed beard framed his narrow, high cheekboned face. The eyes—cold, blue-gray, unfathomable—struck one observer as a “cross between an eagle and a snake.” In sum, he looked like what he was: a killer—a point driven home by the scalps of Federal soldiers dangling from his horse’s bridle.

His name was William T. Anderson, but Unionists and secessionists alike called him Bloody Bill. By autumn 1864 this man had incarnated the savage war raging across Missouri, a savage war about to reach its savage climax.5 How and why did he become this? The answer—at least as much answer as can be attained—lies back in time and in another place.

Agnes City, Kansas: Night, July 3, 1863

Bill Anderson and his younger brother Jim stood in the dark at the side of the building, long steel-gray revolvers in their hands. They said nothing. There was nothing to say. They knew what they were going to do, and it was too late to turn back even if they wanted to. They didn’t.

Bill and Jim had come to Kansas in the spring of 1857, along with their mother, Martha, a brother named Ellis, and three sisters, Mary Ellen, Josephine, and Janie. There they had joined their father, William Anderson Sr., on his land claim and helped build a log cabin some thirteen miles east of Council Grove near the fringe of the western frontier. For Anderson Sr. this was yet another beginning in a life of beginnings that had seen him wander from his native Kentucky into Missouri, next up to Iowa, and then back to Missouri, from where he journeyed to California in quest of gold. Like most, he did not find it—at least not much—and after a year or two he returned to his family and farm outside of Huntsville, Missouri. Then in 1855, soon after Kansas was opened up to settlement, he went there and acquired his claim, which was located on the east bank of Bluff Creek beside the Santa Fe Trail, the passageway for wagon caravans bound to and from New Mexico. Still in his mid-thirties, he was not old, yet he was no longer young as age was reckoned then. It was time to settle down. If he and his family could not make it in Kansas, there might not be another chance, certainly not as good as this one appeared to be.

And they did make it—not big, but enough. By 1860, according to the United States census, the Anderson homestead had an estimated value of $1,000, which was above average for the time and place. In addition, Anderson engaged in the freighting business and operated a grocery store on the Santa Fe Trail, selling provisions to passing wagon trains. To be sure, his family still lived in a log cabin—one room with a sleeping loft—but such dwellings were standard and by no means indicated poverty, given that the same census credited the Andersons with possessing one horse, two milk cows, two oxen, and 320 acres of land, half of which was owned by young Bill and appraised at $500. Likewise, the Andersons being from Missouri did not cause problems, even though the vast majority of settlers in the area were midwestern Northerners. On the frontier the main concern was Indians, not Border Ruffians, and the sole violent incident that was purported to be politically motivated occurred on September 14, 1856, during the height of the “Bleeding Kansas” troubles, when a band of men calling themselves Freestaters raided the village of Neosho Rapids, killing a woman in the process. No one could rightly blame Southerners like the Andersons for this outrage, and none did. 6

But if the Andersons stayed clear of political involvements, they failed to escape hard luck or resist the enticing temptations of the frontier, where semianarchic conditions offered all sorts of opportunities to those who had enough courage, yet not too many scruples, to grasp them. First Ellis, the second oldest son, had an altercation with a drunken Indian; he shot him through the head and fled to Iowa, from where it was reported falsely that “he got in a row . . . and was killed.” Next, in the latter part of 1860, Mrs. Anderson died when a lightning bolt struck her while she was gathering wood chips. She was thirty-six, and she left six children behind, the youngest a boy only a year old named Charles. And then Bill, the eldest son, succumbed to the temptations.

Born in Kentucky in 1839, on coming to Kansas with his family, he initially enjoyed the reputation of being a “good boy, steady as a clock.” For a couple years he worked for Eli Sewell, who had a ranch on Elm Creek, west of Council Grove. When he reached twenty-one he acquired his own claim and seemed, like his father, to be making it. Then he started accompanying wagon trains on the Santa Fe Trail. After several trips he became “second boss” of one of those trains. Soon after it set out, however, he and the top boss returned to Council Grove and claimed that they had “lost” the train because the horses and mules had strayed. If true, their tale indicated gross negligence. More likely, they had sold the animals and pocketed the money.

Suspicion that such was the case increased when Bill began taking ponies into Missouri, then returning with horses, which he sold around Council Grove. Where and how did he obtain the ponies? An interesting question, particularly for ranchers with ponies missing from their stables.7

The coming of the war did not put an end to Anderson’s “pony business.” Instead, he expanded it to include all-around banditry—or as it was called in Kansas, jayhawking. He was being far from unusual in doing this. During 1860 and on into 1861 Kansas experienced severe drought, the “granddaddy” of many more to come. Weeks and months passed with little or no rain, and not a flake of snow fell throughout the winter. Crops withered in the fields, streams stopped running and rivers dwindled to a muddy trickle, wells dried up, and cattle had to be butchered before they became too scrawny to eat. Only food sent in large quantities by relief societies in the East prevented mass hunger, even famine. Thousands of people left Kansas, which in January 1861 finally achieved statehood. Thousand of others would have done the same had they not been too destitute to leave. Among them were large numbers of men who followed the same course taken by Bill Anderson—a course that became all the more appealing when the chaotic conditions created by the war provided a ready-made excuse to carry out plundering forays into western Missouri in the name of suppressing rebellion and liberating slaves. Nor was jayhawking confined to the eastern side of the border. In August 1861 Kansas governor Charles Robinson sent a posse into Johnson County when its inhabitants complained that they feared jayhawkers more than invasion by Missourians, and in his January 1862 message to the state legislature, Robinson declared that the whole state was “overrun with thieves and highway robbers.”8

Among those hard hit by the drought and accompanying depression was Arthur Inghram Baker of Agnes City. Indeed, for all intents and purposes Baker was Agnes City. He had founded the place in 1856, naming it after his mother, and he owned all of its buildings, with the main one being his two-story stone house, the finest dwelling for many miles around. Furthermore, he had been the postmaster, justice of the peace, and a probate, then a district judge. Last, but hardly least, he possessed land holdings valued at $6,000—$1,000 in personal property, “one of the best corn fields” in Kansas, a large cattle herd, and along with practicing law he operated a highly profitable provision store near his house at the Rock Creek crossing of the Santa Fe Trail, eight miles east of Council Grove. Manifestly, Baker, a native of Virginia and just thirty-seven in 1861, was a person of substance and status.

Yet he wanted more of both—a lot more. To that end, in January 1861 he became the owner and editor of the Council Grove Press and purchased that town’s only hotel. This proved to be a mistake. Owing to drought and war, neither the newspaper nor the hotel attracted sufficient patronage, with the result that in the fall of 1861 he had to sell them at a large loss. At the same time his Agnes City farm suffered a total crop failure and lost many of its cattle. Intensifying these woes and quite likely contributing to them, in March 1861 his wife, Susan, died at the age of thirty-four, leaving him a widower with a young daughter.
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Figure 1.2 Jim Anderson.

COURTESY OF CARL BREIHAN.



Little wonder then that by late 1861 Baker was a despondent and desperate man—so much so that soon after the failure of his newspaper and hotel enterprises, he decided to join those other Kansans who were “stealing themselves rich in the name of liberty,” and he took up jayhawking. He induced a group of young men in the Agnes City area to accompany him on a raid into southwest Missouri—one of them was Bill Anderson and another, according to some sources, was Jim Anderson, now eighteen and a partner in his brother’s “pony business.”

Their foray ended in fiasco. While they were camped along Drywood Creek in Missouri, a Union patrol came along and, evidently thinking that they were bushwhackers, attacked them. All escaped except a man named John Ratcliffe, who was killed, and Baker, who was captured, accused of attempting to join Brig. Gen. James S. Rain’s unit of Sterling Price’s army, and incarcerated in the military prison at nearby Fort Scott, Kansas. Here he languished in durance vile until March 24, 1862, when he came before a military commission—only to be released because the officer prosecuting his case preferred no charges against him. Those in a position to know subsequently asserted that he owed his freedom to the “influence of friends,” with the most influential one being U.S. Senator James H. Lane of Kansas, the Republican political boss of the state and an occasional “general” whose plundering, burning sweeps through western Missouri during the summer and fall of 1861 gained him the well-deserved title of “King of the Jayhawkers.” Although nominally a Democrat, Baker had supported Lane politically and, it is safe to assume, financially as well, especially after being arrested.9

Meanwhile, Bill Anderson resumed his former activities around Council Grove and also began conducting raids into Missouri, where his main, although not exclusive, victims were Unionists. Given his family background, no doubt Bill possessed Southern sentiments, but his motive for engaging in bushwhacking along with jayhawking was financial, not ideological. Thus, when he attempted unsuccessfully to recruit a neighbor named Charles Strieby for one of his Missouri expeditions, he stated, “I don’t care any more than you for the South, Strieby, but there is a lot of money in this [bushwhacking] business.”10

Early in April, Baker returned to Agnes City and promptly published a letter in the Emporia News declaring that his “object in going to Missouri was not to act in antagonism to my Government, but, on the contrary, [I] was advised by those who have the welfare of the Nation and Kansas at heart,” and that it was “impossible for me to be a secessionist” because “all I love best on earth is here”—his family, his home, and his business and financial interests. Evidently this explanation satisfied the people around Council Grove and Emporia, or at least most of them, for he was not subjected to any persecution or harassment despite Kansas being a place where, in the words of a New York Tribune reporter, the “mere suspicion that one is disloyal may result in his being shot.”11

What Baker most needed and wanted, now that he was again a free man, was a new wife. With that object apparently in mind, he began making trips to the Anderson cabin, only five miles away, to visit Mary Ellen, who at fifteen had attained marriageable age. So frequent were his calls and so warm (if not intimate) did his relationship with Mary Ellen become that her father assumed that they soon would be married. Hence, when in early May word came that Baker had instead become engaged to Annis Segur, a seventeen-year-old schoolteacher, the senior Anderson exploded with rage, as did Bill and Jim. Baker, they believed, had betrayed Mary Ellen and in so doing dishonored both her and her family.12

Adding injury to insult, Baker then formed and led a posse in pursuit of Lee Griffin, a cousin of the Anderson brothers and a member of their gang, whom he rightly suspected of stealing two horses from his future father-in-law, a farmer named Ira Segur. Tracking the pilfered equines eighty miles to the west of Council Grove, Baker found one of them on a ranch, the other in the possession of a Mexican suspected of belonging to the Anderson gang. He took the horses and the Mexican back to Agnes City, then obtained a warrant for the arrest of Griffin.

For the Andersons, father and sons, this was the ultimate offense. On May 11 they rode to Baker’s house and threatened to kill him unless he withdrew the accusation against Griffin. He refused, and since he had a number of armed friends and employees backing him, the Andersons returned home to await a more favorable opportunity.

William Anderson Sr. decided not to wait long. The next morning, having primed himself with whiskey, he grabbed a double-barreled shotgun and rode to Baker’s house, where he yelled at him to come outside. When for obvious reasons his quarry stayed put Anderson stormed into the house and, ascertaining that Baker was in a bedroom on the second floor, started up the stairs. Baker stepped out of the bedroom onto the landing and let loose with his own shotgun. Anderson tumbled back down the stairs, a bubbling red hole in his chest. Whether or not Baker was aware that Anderson, prior to entering the house, had stopped off at Baker’s store for another slug of whiskey and that a close friend of Baker’s—to be precise, Eli Sewell, Bill Anderson’s former employer —had removed the caps from his shotgun, rendering it harmless, is unknown.

Bill and Jim made no immediate attempt to avenge their father. Incredible as it may seem, according to some sources Bill even “made up” with Baker. But if so, then Baker did not trust him and suspected, with good cause, that the Anderson brothers were merely biding their time. Therefore, he obtained a warrant for Bill’s arrest on charges of horse stealing, presumably hoping that this would lead to his getting “short shrift and a long rope,” the fate that had befallen the Mexican found with one of Segur’s horses.

A posse led by Charles Strieby—whom Bill had tried to recruit for bushwhacking in Missouri—soon located and arrested Bill, then took him before a justice of the peace. But instead of a quick guilty verdict and a legalized lynching, the official, no doubt to Baker’s dismay, released Bill on bond. That night Bill and Jim headed for Missouri and safety. Three weeks later a stranger with a wagon and team showed up at the Anderson homestead and took Mary Ellen, Josephine, and Janie to Missouri as well. They left behind the graves of their mother and father—and possibly that of their infant brother, Charles.13

The Andersons had not made it in Kansas.

Hence, Bill and Jim Anderson now stood in the shadows beside Baker’s store on the night of July 3, 1862. They intended to kill Baker and do it in such a way that before he died, he would wish that he never had been born.

A stranger and at least two other men, one of whom was Lee Griffin, accompanied the Anderson brothers. The stranger was now at Baker’s house, telling him that he was the boss of a wagon train and wanted to buy whiskey for his teamsters so that they could celebrate the Fourth of July in proper style.

Baker should have been on his guard. In fact, he was on guard, having heard that the Andersons were lurking in the vicinity, and he had therefore taken the precaution of placing extra cartridges on the sills of every window in his stone house. Nevertheless, he responded to the stranger’s request by saying that he would go to the store and get the desired whiskey. Strapping a brace of pistols around his waist, Baker set out for the store, followed by the stranger and George Segur, the sixteen-year-old brother of Baker’s new wife, whom he had married two days after killing William Anderson Sr.

On reaching the store, Baker unlocked the door and went inside with the stranger and young Segur. While the latter lit a lamp, Baker offered the stranger a drink of whiskey but then saw that the bottle was empty. Taking the lamp, he pulled up a trap door and descended stairs leading to a cellar, where he refilled the whiskey bottle from a barrel. As he closed the gurgling tap, he turned around and saw Bill and Jim Anderson.

“I was not expecting you here now, Bill,” Baker muttered.

“But you do see me, Ingrham Baker,” Bill replied, “and I am the last man you will ever see, God damn your soul!”

Faced with death, Baker did not blink. He whipped out a pistol and fired, striking Jim Anderson in the fleshy part of a thigh. Even as Baker pulled the trigger, Bill Anderson’s revolver roared, and a bullet left Baker moaning on the cellar floor. Bill and Jim then went back up the stairs, shot and wounded young Segur, and dumped him down into the cellar with Baker. Next they closed the trap door, piled boxes and barrels atop it, and set them afire. For a while they watched, their faces glowing crimson in the light of the crackling, leaping flames. When sure that Baker and the boy were doomed, they left the now-burning store and proceeded to torch Baker’s house, from which his wife and several other occupants had fled on hearing the gunshots and seeing the store burn. After setting fire to Baker’s barn for good measure, the Andersons and their companions rode rapidly through the night back toward Missouri, stopping at each stage station to obtain fresh mounts, thereby easily outdistancing a pursuing posse led by Charles Strieby. As the sun began to rise, they reached Missouri, their mission of retribution accomplished.14

In the morning the men searching the smoldering remnants of Baker’s store found his body in the cellar. The head, arms, and legs had been reduced to ashes. Yet flames had not killed him. Instead he had shot himself in the head so as to avoid being burned alive. Young Segur, by crawling through a small window, had managed to escape from the cellar—but not from death. That afternoon he died after telling the tale, between gasps of pain, of how Bill Anderson, assisted by brother Jim, had claimed his first victims.15

They would be far from his last.
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