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    THE OUTLAW

    JESSE JAMES

    History still remembers many of the daring bandits and killers who lived in the Old West. Billy the Kid, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, and Belle Starr are just four who gained fame during that wide-open era. But the most celebrated outlaw of them all, growing more legendary with every passing year, is Jesse James. In Desperate Men: The James Gang and the Wild Bunch, historian James D. Horan comments, “Jesse James is one of our cherished folklore legends and nothing seems to diminish our perennial interest in him.”

    There are several reasons for this continued fascination. For one, James’s escapades symbolize the anything-goes thrills of the Old West. His canny strategy to target banks and trains—a bold new idea at the time—caught the public’s imagination. And his larger-than-life personality was exciting—especially when stories about him were heavily embellished, as they always were. Historian T.J. Stiles, in Jesse James: Last Rebel of the Civil War, comments, “His is a tale of ambushes, gun battles, and daring raids, of narrow escapes, betrayals, and revenge.”
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    Although he was accused of committing horrible crimes, Jesse James was a popular figure and celebrity due to his daring escapes that put his name in the newspapers. After his death in 1882, James became an even greater legend, bearing the controversial image of a heroic outlaw.

  

  His Place in History

  Jesse James’s reputation was that of an American Robin Hood. According to legend, he stole from the rich and gave to the poor, protecting small farmers from ruin.

  The outlaw’s defiant image also had a political side. A proud son of Missouri, James was active in the years after the Civil War when tensions remained high between Northern and Southern states. The South’s crushing defeat by the Union led to lasting resentments. James and other Confederate (Southern) loyalists swore revenge.

  The band that Jesse and his brother Frank led with another set of brothers, the Youngers, allegedly targeted banks and train lines owned by Northern businessmen. In his many letters to newspapers, James bragged that his crimes represented a defiance of the hated Union. Others, however, saw—and still see—James and his gang differently. To them, the bandits were little more than ruthless criminals concerned mostly with their own welfare. These opposing views have led to decades of debate over his role in American history. Horan comments:

  With each new robbery or murder [Southerners] would insist that “the Boys” were only misguided champions of the Confederacy who had been driven into a life of banditry by the war. But [Northerners] would loudly declare that the Jameses and Youngers were nothing but common thieves and murderers who should be hanged [from] the nearest tree.

  Good or bad, much of the Jesse James legend is wrong, or at least questionable. There is no doubt that he was a killer: James murdered at least 12 people, and he claimed the number was 17. Nor is there doubt that he was successful at robbing dozens of banks and trains and making and spending fortunes. And he did manage to avoid capture, proving unstoppable until a traitor shot him.

  On the other hand, there is scant evidence that James’s true motive for his crimes was political revenge or to right social injustice. Southerners primarily owned the banks he robbed, and, for the most part, these targets were in the South. Most of the people he and his gang killed were Southerners, as were the lawmen and politicians who hunted the outlaws. Furthermore, the robberies often affected ordinary people more than the rich, because it was their savings that were taken. Unlike today, no federal protection for bank deposits existed then.

  Finally, it seems that James and his gang rarely, if ever, gave to the poor. Evidence indicates that they kept the loot for themselves and spent the money they stole. The many stories about James’s charity toward those less fortunate were probably invented. Historian Robert Barr Smith writes, “My view is that the James boys and the Younger brothers were no more than ordinary criminals, bullies who stole the fruits of others’ labors because it beat working and did a good deal to inflate their twisted egos.”

  Was Jesse James a hero or a villain? It is impossible to choose one or the other, because there is a little truth on each side of the debate. In Jesse James Was His Name, historian William A. Settle Jr. comments, “Badman or Robin Hood— take your choice! Whichever form of the legend you favor, both are based in fact.”

  Jesse James Is Born

  The future legend, Jesse Woodson James, was born on September 5, 1847. His birthplace was his family’s farm in Clay County, Missouri, near Centerville (the present-day town of Kearney). The baby was named for his mother’s brother, Jesse Richard Cole, and his father’s brother, Drury Woodson James.
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    Zerelda E. Cole was born in 1825 in Woodford County, Kentucky. After losing her father when she was a small child, she was raised by her grand father, who owned a saloon. Later she became a Confederate sympathizer and strongly defended the activities of her boys Frank and Jesse.

  

  Jesse’s father, Robert S. James, was a Baptist preacher and farmer from Kentucky. He was a well-educated man, proud of his extensive personal library. According to a newspaper of the time, Robert was “well known in this community . . . and a man much liked by all” for his gentle good nature.

  Jesse’s mother, Zerelda E. Cole James, was different. Like her husband, she was a native of Kentucky, but she was also tough-minded, with a hot temper and a commanding manner. A relative once commented, “Zerelda had always given orders, but she had never taken any. . . . The mother of Frank and Jesse James was strong-willed and had plenty of determination.”

  The couple met when Robert was a ministerial student, and they married in 1842. He was in his early twenties, and Zerelda was even younger. Writer Homer Croy comments in Jesse James Was My Neighbor, “She was only sixteen, a minor, and Robert James . . . didn’t have enough worldly goods to indicate he could support her. So he had to put up a bond of fifty pounds of tobacco in order, as the documents say, ‘to intermarry’ Zerelda E. Cole.”

  Changing Fortunes

  The newlyweds traveled to Missouri, where Zerelda’s mother lived, and decided to settle there. Things went well for the family at first. Robert helped start the New Hope Baptist Church and a Baptist school, William Jewell College, in Centerville. He also owned and managed a 245-acre (99-hectare) farm. This work was necessary to the couple’s survival because in those days Baptist congregations did not pay their preachers.

  The Jameses soon had three children: Alexander Franklin, called Frank, born in 1843; Jesse; and Susan Lavenia, born in 1849. Two others, Robert B. and Mary, died in infancy.

  Unfortunately, the Jameses’ luck changed in 1849. Robert James decided to travel west alone. He wanted to be part of the stampede of people who headed out to seek their fortunes in the California Gold Rush that year. There has been much speculation as to why Robert left his family. He may simply have sought wealth, as did so many others. He may have wanted to preach among the California miners. Or he may simply have been eager to get away from Zerelda. By all accounts, she was difficult to live with, given to scolding her husband and objecting to his habit of leaving for long periods to preach in small Missouri towns.

  Robert’s trip to California was difficult, and it took three months to reach his destination. Once he got there, his stay was brief. Only a few weeks after arriving, he died in a town called Hangtown (now Placerville), probably from an infection of some kind. Even simple infections could be common causes of death in the days before the invention of antibiotics.

  Remarriage

  Zerelda was suddenly the single parent of three young children, and this put her in serious financial straits. Robert had left considerable debt. He had no will, so all of his possessions went to the children. A local man was appointed to represent Frank, Jesse, and Susan. Many of the family’s belongings, including the contents of their farmhouse and their livestock, were then auctioned off to settle their debts. A collection taken up by Robert James’s church helped a little. Still, it was a desperate situation.

  Zerelda felt she had little recourse but to marry again. She wed a farmer named Benjamin Simms, who was almost twice her age and very wealthy. Simms and the children disliked each other, so the James kids were sent to stay with another family. It must have been a confusing and frightening time for Jesse, who was only five.

  The marriage soon soured. Zerelda later remarked that it failed because she was unwilling to be apart from her children for long. Zerelda and Simms separated, and before their divorce was finalized, Simms died in a fall from a horse.

  A Third Marriage

  Zerelda then married a mild-mannered doctor, Reuben Samuel, in September 1855. (Some sources spell his name Samuels.) The strong-willed Zerelda found it easy to dominate her quiet new husband. He moved in with the James family and, probably in accordance with his new wife’s wishes, gave up medicine to tend to their farm.

  The children liked Samuel and called him Pappy. In time, four more children—Jesse’s half-brothers and sisters—were born. They were Sarah Louisa (also called Sarah Ellen), John Thomas, Fannie Quantrell, and Archie Peyton. According to some sources, the outgoing Jesse was the dominant child among this brood. Beyond that, the James and Samuel kids tended to be the leaders of the children from surrounding farms.

  They attended the local schoolhouse, Pleasant Grove School. Jesse only finished fifth grade and had no interest in education, in contrast to his older brother. Frank enjoyed exploring his late father’s library, especially the works of William Shakespeare. Reportedly, Frank had his eye on becoming a teacher.

  When not in school, the children were busy with chores around the farm, such as plowing, harvesting corn, and taking care of the family’s horses. Robert Barr Smith comments that the James kids grew up “used to the good things of Missouri farm life: lots of hard work, a close family, and church on Sundays.”

  Growing into Manhood

  The older boys spent much of their free time hunting game and riding horses. Guns were standard equipment in virtually every household in the Old West, so Frank and Jesse learned to use shotguns and pistols at an early age. They also learned to ride. Horses and horse-drawn wagons and carriages were the main means of transportation.

  Jesse grew to be a handsome teenager. He was about five feet seven inches (170 centimeters) tall with light brown hair, a slender build, and a high, broad forehead. Later in life, Jesse often sported whiskers. He had blue eyes, which he blinked frequently. Historians think this was caused by a chronic inflammation called granulated eyelids.
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    Jesse was no different from other boys on the American frontier of the mid-nineteenth century. Besides working on the family farm, he cared for the horses and learned to hunt. He used his knowledge of guns later during the border wars.

  

  Beyond all this general information, few details are known about Jesse James’s early life. After he became famous, many biographies and “dime novels” about him added more. (Dime novels, also called “penny dreadfuls,” were very popular but often inaccurate stories. They had thrilling titles like Jesse James’ Narrow Escape, or Ensnared by a Woman Detective.)

  Some of these books tried to picture Jesse and Frank as being cruel and ruthless even from childhood. There is no confirmation of such claims, however, and it is likely that they were invented to make the stories more exciting. Settle writes, “There is no evidence to show that Frank and Jesse were any better or any worse than normal boys of their time and circumstance.”

  A War Shapes Jesse’s Life

  As Jesse grew into adulthood, one historic event above all had a profound impact on how he would think and live for the rest of his life. Around the time he was 14 years old, the division between North and South led to the Civil War, a split largely created by the issue of slavery. Slavery had cataclysmic and far-reaching effects on society as a whole, but it also intensely influenced individuals like the James boys. Settle writes, “Through [the] accident of time and place of their birth, Frank and Jesse entered life in the midst of great events in the making.”

  These events were responsible, in large part, for Jesse’s career in crime. The Civil War instilled in the young man a profound hatred of the North and a fierce loyalty to the South. These feelings prompted Jesse to become a guerrilla fighter during the war.

  After the South’s defeat, he turned his experience as a fighter to the world of crime, claiming that he did so for revenge. The James boys’ lives were thus deeply intertwined with the issues of the Civil War. In The Saga of Jesse James, writer Carl W. Breihan comments, “Anyone hoping to understand the circumstances surrounding the lives of the Jameses must undertake a careful study of pre-Civil War days and the period of Reconstruction [after the war].”

  On the Border

  Missouri, Jesse’s home state, lay between the antislavery North (also known as the Union) and the proslavery South. When states in the South decided to secede and form their own nation, the Confederate States of America, it was primarily so that slavery could continue there. Missouri, a border state (a slave state that bordered a state that prohibited slavery), was itself split. Some parts were sympathetic to the Union side, others to the Confederacy, and it could not firmly commit itself to either.

  The population of Jesse’s native Clay County was generally pro-South. In fact, it was nicknamed “Little Dixie,” after the popular name of the Deep South. Clay County, not surprisingly, was also strongly in favor of slavery. Slaves accounted for about one-quarter of the state’s population when Jesse was born.

  Furthermore, the county bordered Kansas, which was not yet a state. In 1854, Congress had passed the Kansas-Nebraska Act. This created the Kansas and Nebraska territories and gave their citizens the right to determine the issue of slavery within the territories. Many homesteaders in Kansas were in favor of abolishing slavery.

  Missourians in Clay County and elsewhere on the Kansas border wanted slavery for Kansas. They feared, among other things, that their property would be in danger with a free state so close at hand. Historian Roger A. Bruns, in The Bandit Kings: From Jesse James to Pretty Boy Floyd, writes, “[T]he delicate balance between the supporters and opponents of slavery [was] violently shaken by the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act.” In a preview of the bloody war to come, the Kansas-Missouri border saw numerous lynchings, rigged elections, guerrilla violence, and burned farms.

  The Family and Slavery

  Along with their neighbors, the combined James-Samuel family was firmly in the proslavery camp. Robert, Jesse’s father, had owned six slaves, and the 1860 census records showed that Reuben Samuel had seven.

  These slaves were essential to the family’s prosperity and ability to work a large farm. Stiles notes that they “were [Zerelda’s] most valuable property. . . . [T]hrough both the headline-grabbing [pro-slavery] struggle and pure self-interest, a Southern identity rooted itself firmly in her household.”

  Thus, slavery was the norm in Jesse’s world as he grew up. Nearly everyone around him approved of the practice, and by the time he became a teenager it was an explosive issue. Northerners and Northern sympathizers were hated villains who sought to destroy a treasured way of life. Jesse James was thoroughly caught up in this conflict.
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