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  FOREWORD
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  “Resist much, obey little.”


  —WALT WHITMAN




  In many ways, Henry McCarty (aka, Billy the Kid, Kid Antrim, and William H. Bonney) is a difficult guy to get to know. For every fact that is generally accepted, there are a dozen that continue to be debated.




  A product of a difficult time and a bloody place, his legacy has come to be an unlikely mix of rumor, fact, and outright myth. A young man when he died, probably only twenty-one, he’s been accused of committing as many as the same number of homicides (the reality is probably much lower). His reputation was built on New Mexico’s Lincoln County War, a conflict in which he was seen as both hero and victim. Buck-toothed and blue-eyed, the only indisputed, surviving photo of him shows a boy staring dumbly at the camera; yet his letters to the Governor of New Mexico show him to be quite literate. An icon of the West, he was likely born in Manhattan. The contradictions and ironies go on and on.




  In compiling these pieces, I’ve tried to show the Kid from a number of different perspectives. From the earliest authors (some writing with a delightful energy and enthusiasm), to the later, more authoritative pieces, from dime novelists to poets, Billy the Kid has been a blank canvas, a figure on which authors have been able to project their own thoughts and feeling, bolstering the mythology even while creating an impressive body of art.




  I have made selections from a herd of very good books on Billy the Kid. Whether you’re a first-time reader or a longtime aficionado, I do hope you find something here to enjoy.




  

    EXCERPT FROM




    GUNSLINGER, BOOK I




    By Edward Dorn
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    The curtain might rise


    Anywhere on a single speaker




    [image: I met in Mesilla The Cautious Gunslinger of impeccable personal smoothness and slender leather encased hands folded casually to make his knock. He would show you his map. There is your domain. Is it the domicile it looks to be or simply a retinal block of seats in, he will flip the phrase the theater of impatience. If it is where you are, the footstep in the flat above in a foreign land or any shimmer the city sends you]




    [image: the prompt sounds of a metropolitan nearness he will unroll the map of locations. His knock resounds inside its own smile, where? I ask him is my heart. Not this pump he answers artificial already and bound touching me with his leathern finger as the Queen of Hearts burns from his gauntlet into my eyes. Flageolets of fire he says there will be. This is for your sadly missing heart the girl you left in Juarez, the blank political days press her now in the narrow adobe confines of the river town her dress is torn by the misadventure of her gothic search The mission bells are ringing in Kansas. Have you left something out: Negative, says my Gunslinger, no thing is omitted.]


  




  EMERSON HOUGH




  THE STORY OF THE OUTLAW




  This early study of the Western desperado and how he got to be that way is a representative view of how Billy the Kid was viewed at the turn of the twentieth century. What Hough calls “historical” and “scientific” studies clearly place Billy the Kid in the Western desperado category.




  The prolific Hough grew up on the frontier and used the experience to fashion a long writing career. His historical novels The Mississippi Bubble (1902) and The Covered Wagon (1922) were among his other big hits in a career that stretched from the 1880s to the 1920s.




  EXCERPT FROM




  THE STORY OF THE OUTLAW




  A Study of the Western Desperado




  With historical narratives of famous outlaws; the stories of noted border wars; vigilante movements and armed conflicts on the border.




  By Emerson Hough


  1905
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  Who and what was the bad man? Scientifically and historically he was even as you and I. Whence did he come? From any and all places. What did he look like? He came in all sorts and shapes, all colors and sizes—just as cowards do. As to knowing him, the only way was by trying him. His reputation, true or false, just or unjust, became, of course, the herald of the bad man in due time. The “killer” of a Western town might be known throughout the state or in several states. His reputation might long outlast that of able statesmen and public benefactors.




  What distinguished the bad man in peculiarity from his fellowman? Why was he better with weapons? What is courage, in the last analysis? We ought to be able to answer these questions in a purely scientific way. We have machines for photographing relative quickness of thought and muscular action. We are able to record the varying speeds of impulse transmission in the nerves of different individuals. If you were picking out a bad man, would you select one who, on the machine, showed a dilatory nerve response? Hardly. The relative fitness for a man to be “bad,” to become extraordinarily quick and skillful with weapons, could, without doubt, be predetermined largely by these scientific measurements. Of course, having no thought-machines in the early West, they got at the matter by experimenting, and so, very often, by a graveyard route. You could not always stop to feel the pulse of a suspected killer.




  The use of firearms with swiftness and accuracy was necessary in the calling of the desperado, after fate had marked him and set him apart for the inevitable, though possibly long-deferred, end. This skill with weapons was a natural gift in the case of nearly every man who attained great reputation whether as killer of victims or as killer of killers. Practice assisted in proficiency, but a Wild Bill or a Slade or a Billy the Kid was born and not made.




  Quickness in nerve action is usually backed with good digestion, and hard life in the open is good medicine for the latter. This, however, does not wholly cover the case. A slow man also might be a brave man. Sooner or later, if he went into the desperado business on either side of the game, he would fall before the man who was brave as himself and a fraction faster with the gun.




  There were unknown numbers of potential bad men who died mute and inglorious after a life spent at a desk or a plow. They might have been bad if matters had shaped right for that. Each war brings out its own heroes from unsuspected places; each sudden emergency summons its own fit man. Say that a man took to the use of weapons, and found himself arbiter of life and death with lesser animals, and able to grant them either at a distance. He went on, pleased with his growing skill with firearms. He discovered that as the sword had in one age of the world lengthened the human arm, so did the six-shooter—that epochal instrument, invented at precisely that time of the American life when the human arm needed lengthening—extend and strengthen his arm, and make him and all men equal. The user of weapons felt his powers increased. So now, in time, there came to him a moment of danger. There was his enemy. There was the affront, the challenge. Perhaps it was male against male, a matter of sex, prolific always in bloodshed. It might be a matter of property, or perhaps it was some taunt as to his own personal courage. Perhaps alcohol came into the question, as was often the case. For one reason or the other, it came to the ordeal of combat. It was the undelegated right of one individual against that of another. The law was not invoked—the law would not serve. Even as the quicker set of nerves flashed into action, the arm shot forward, and there smote the point of flame as did once the point of steel. The victim fell, his own weapon clutched in his hand, a fraction too late. The law cleared the killer. It was “self-defense.” “It was an even break,” his fellowmen said; although thereafter they were more reticent with him and sought him out less frequently.




  “It was an even break,” said the killer to himself—“an even break, him or me.” But, perhaps, the repetition of this did not serve to blot out a certain mental picture. I have had a bad man tell me that he killed his second man to get rid of the mental image of his first victim.




  But this exigency might arise again; indeed, most frequently did arise. Again the embryo bad man was the quicker. His self-approbation now, perhaps, began to grow. This was the crucial time of his life. He might go on now and become a bad man, or he might cheapen and become an imitation desperado. In either event, his third man left him still more confident. His courage and his skill in weapons gave him assuredness and ease at the time of an encounter. He was now becoming a specialist. Time did the rest, until at length they buried him.




  The bad man of genuine sort rarely looked the part assigned to him in the popular imagination. The long-haired blusterer, adorned with a dialect that never was spoken, serves very well in fiction about the West, but that is not the real thing. The most dangerous man was apt to be quiet and smooth-spoken. When an antagonist blustered and threatened, the most dangerous man only felt rising in his own soul, keen and stern, that strange exultation which often comes with combat for the man naturally brave. A Western officer of established reputation once said to me, while speaking of a recent personal difficulty into which he had been forced: “I hadn’t been in anything of that sort for years, and I wished I was out of it. Then I said to myself, ‘Is it true that you are getting old—have you lost your nerve?’ Then all at once the old feeling came over me, and I was just like I used to be. I felt calm and happy, and I laughed after that. I jerked my gun and shoved it into his stomach. He put up his hands and apologized. ‘I will give you a hundred dollars now,’ he said, ‘if you will tell me where you got that gun.’ I suppose I was a trifle quick for him.”




  The virtue of the “drop” was eminently respected among bad men. Sometimes, however, men were killed in the last desperate conviction that no man on earth was as quick as they. What came near being an incident of that kind was related by a noted Western sheriff.




  “Down on the edge of the Pecos valley,” said he, “a dozen miles below old Fort Sumner, there used to be a little saloon, and I once captured a man there. He came in from somewhere east of our territory, and was wanted for murder. The reward offered for him was twelve hundred dollars. Since he was a stranger, none of us knew him, but the sheriff’s descriptions sent in said he had a freckled face, small hands, and a red spot in one eye. I heard that there was a new saloon-keeper in there, and thought he might be the man, so I took a deputy and went down one day to see about it.




  “I told my deputy not to shoot until he saw me go after my gun. I didn’t want to hold the man up unless he was the right one, and I wanted to be sure about that identification mark in the eye. Now, when a bartender is waiting on you, he will never look you in the face until just as you raise your glass to drink. I told my deputy that we would order a couple of drinks, and so get a chance to look this fellow in the eye. When he looked up, I did look him in the eye, and there was the red spot!




  “I dropped my glass and jerked my gun and covered him, but he just wouldn’t put up his hands for a while. I didn’t want to kill him, but I thought I surely would have to. He kept both of his hands resting on the bar, and I knew he had a gun within three feet of him somewhere. At last slowly he gave in. I treated him well, as I always did a prisoner, told him we would square it if we had made any mistake. We put irons on him and started for Las Vegas with him in a wagon. The next morning, out on the trail, he confessed everything to me. We turned him over, and later he was tried and hung. I always considered him to be a pretty bad man. So far as the result was concerned, he might about as well have gone after his gun. I certainly thought that was what he was going to do. He had sand. I could just see him stand there and balance the chances in his mind.”




  “Another of the nerviest men I ever ran up against,” the same officer went on, reflectively, “I met when I was sheriff of Dona Ana county, New Mexico. I was in Las Cruces, when there came in a sheriff from over in the Indian Nations looking for a fugitive who had broken out of a penitentiary after killing a guard and another man or so. This sheriff told me that the criminal in question was the most desperate man he had ever known, and that no matter how we came on him, he would put up a fight and we would have to kill him before we could take him. We located our man, who was cooking on a ranch six or eight miles out of town. I told the sheriff to stay in town, because the man would know him and would not know us. I had a Mexican deputy along with me.




  “I put out my deputy on one side of the house and went in. I found my man just wiping his hands on a towel after washing his dishes. I threw down on him, and he answered by smashing me in the face, and then jumping through the window like a squirrel. I caught at him and tore the shirt off his back, but I didn’t stop him. Then I ran out of the door and caught him on the porch. I did not want to kill him, so I struck him over the head with the handcuffs I had ready for him. He dropped, but came up like a flash, and struck me so hard with his fist that I was badly jarred. We fought hammer and tongs for a while, but at length he broke away, sprang through the door, and ran down the hall. He was going to his room after his gun. At that moment my Mexican came in, and having no sentiment about it, just whaled away and shot him in the back, killing him on the spot. The doctors said when they examined this man’s body that he was the most perfect physical specimen they had ever seen. I can testify that he was a fighter. The sheriff offered me the reward, but I wouldn’t take any of it. I told him that I would be over in his country some time, and that I was sure he would do as much for me if I needed his help. I hope that if I do have to go after his particular sort of bad people, I’ll be lucky in getting the first start on my man. That man was as desperate a fighter as I ever saw or expect to see. Give a man of that stripe any kind of a show and he’s going to kill you, that’s all. He knows that he has no chance under the law.




  “Sometimes they got away with desperate chances, too, as many a peace officer has learned to his cost. The only way to go after such a man is to go prepared, and then to give him no earthly show to get the best of you. I don’t mean that an officer ought to shoot down a man if he has a show to take his prisoner alive; but I do mean that he ought to remember that he may be pitted against a man who is just as brave as he is, and just as good with a gun, and who is fighting for his life.”




  Of course, such a man as this, whether confronted by an officer of the law or by another man against whom he has a personal grudge, or who has in any way challenged him to the ordeal of weapons, was steadfast in his own belief that he was as brave as any, and as quick with weapons. Thus, until at length he met his master in the law of human progress and civilization, he simply added to his own list of victims, or was added to the list of another of his own sort. For a very long time, moreover, there existed a great region on the frontier where the law could not protect. There was good reason, therefore, for a man’s learning to depend upon his own courage and strength and skill. He had nothing else to protect him, whether he was good or bad. In the typical days of the Western bad man, life was the property of the individual, and not of society, and one man placed his life against another’s as the only way of solving hard personal problems. Those days and those conditions brought out some of the boldest and most reckless men the earth ever saw. Before we freely criticize them, we ought fully to understand them.




  MAURICE G. FULTON




  APOCRYPHA OF BILLY THE KID




  This early study of Billy the Kid from the Las Vegas Optic is one of the first tries to paint Billy as he appeared and sounded. The author, Maurice Fulton, was one of the first academics to concern himself with Billy the Kid’s story. His contributions to the folklore, history, and literature on the subject are enormous. His Maurice G. Fulton’s History of the Lincoln County War is one of the landmark works on the history of the Southwest. This piece has been excerpted from Folk-Say, A Regional Miscellany, 1930.




  FROM




  FOLK-SAY




  A Regional Miscellany




  edited by B. A. Botkin


  1930
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  Hardly had the young outlaw and noted desperado of the Pecos country, William H. Bonney (whose real name has grown nearly obsolescent in the face of his popular pseudonym Billy the Kid), received his quietus from Pat Garrett’s revolver in July, 1881, at Fort Sumner, New Mexico, than his career became the target for exaggeration and riotous imaginings. The folk mind, even then avid for details, was ready to gulp down whatever might be offered. In a highly uncritical mood, it accepted whatever might substantiate its two leading notions anent this “darling of the common people”: first, that “he was the worst bad man that ever strapped on a six-shooter in the West”; and secondly, that “he had killed a man for every year of his life, not including Mexicans and Indians.”




  Such fabricating was going on so fast and furious that it moved to disgust Pat Garrett, the former friend and associate of the Kid’s, to whom had come in the course of time the sheriff-ship of Lincoln County and the task of hunting down the young ruffian which had finally eventuated in “capturing him by killing him.” To promulgate more of a plain and unvarnished account, Pat Garrett enlisted the aid of Ash Upson, a rolling stone of the old West who had been a newspaper man in his Eastern days and who was now come to a standstill in the infant settlement of Roswell, New Mexico, where Pat Garrett was then living. In several ways Ash Upson was suited to become Pat Garrett’s coadjutor. He not only had some facility in clothing his material in the florid journalese of that generation, but he claimed first-hand knowledge of the Kid’s earlier life, acquired while he was a boarder in the home of the Kid’s mother at different places in New Mexico.




  The outcome of this literary partnership was the so-called “Pat Garrett’s Life of Billy the Kid,” which, as the preface avouched, was an attempt at an authentic account in order “to correct the thousand false statements which have appeared in the newspapers and in yellow-covered cheap novels.” The authors also went on to state that “of the latter no less than three have been foisted upon the public, any one of which might have been the history of any other outlaw who ever lived, but which was miles from correct as applied to the Kid. These pretend to disclose his name, the place of his nativity, the particulars of his career, the circumstances which drove him to his desperate life, detailing a hundred deeds of reckless crime of which he was never guilty and in localities which he never visited.”




  II




  I have never been able to discover a single one of these accounts of the Kid prior to the Garrett-Upson pamphlet, which was published towards the close of 1882 by the Santa Fé New Mexican press. But I am inclined to believe I have found a few chapters from one of them in some stray copies of the Las Vegas Optic. In the latter part of 1882, that newspaper ran in chapter installments what purported to be an account of the Kid and may have been a sample of the attempts at biography which so moved the indignation of Pat Garrett. I do not have the least inkling who wrote the hotchpotch, nor do I know whether it had separate publication as a book or pamphlet. The earlier installments are missing, but fortunately the latter ones have a consecutiveness that develop them into almost a complete resumé of the Kid’s career. Despite this incompleteness, the excerpts may have some value in illustrating the beginnings of the prolific legendizing that has gone on for nearly fifty years and is still going on, both in print and in oral tradition.




  In the account, the narrator is represented as having been a visitor at the rendezvous of the Kid and his gang. While there he becomes acquainted with the Kid’s history, largely through the stilted device of investigative questions. This is shown in Chapter VII, the first of those I reproduce.




  BILLY’S STORY OF HIS LIFE




  “A penny for your thoughts, did you say?” I asked, arising and rubbing my eyes; “you can have them for less money, Mr. William Antrim.”




  Billy the Kid started perceptibly. “So you know my name?” he said at length.




  “Yes, Billy, I know your name.”




  “And how much more do you know about me?”




  “Very little more.”




  “And that little?”




  “Is purely hearsay. Of course your name is not Antrim.”




  “Certainly not. And you said it was because you knew that this was not my name?”




  “Precisely.”




  “And your object?”




  “Simply to induce you to tell me your story.”




  “Simply that?”




  “Assuredly; nothing more.”




  “And you would really like to hear my story?”




  “I really would.”




  “Then you shall; but first you must answer me a few questions.”




  “With pleasure.”




  “How did you know that my name was Antrim?”




  “Is it not the name under which you registered at the county jail of Grant county?”




  He bit his lip as he replied: “It is.”




  “I ask your pardon; I meant no offence; you asked me a question, and I answered it.”




  “You did right. Did you know me as Billy the Kid last night in Dempsey’s?”




  “I did.”




  “How did you learn it?”




  “I was told by a man you once went through on the road.”




  “Paddy O’Shaughnesey?”




  “Yes.”




  “Well, you imagined right. I would have done so only for you. But weren’t you afraid of me?”




  “No. I had done nothing to harm you.”




  “That is true; but for all that you ran a risk.”




  “I know I did.”




  “Why did you do so?”




  “Because I like Dempsey.”




  “Why do you like him?”




  “He has proved himself my friend.”




  “Well, well! that is enough. Now then I like you, and I’d like to have you join my band. We lead a pretty independent life, and as a general thing we have everything we want. Our band is a large one, and we have nothing to fear. What do you say? Will you join us?”




  “I could not answer that question at once without first telling you a long commonplace story, and before doing that, I would be glad if you tell me your own story. It must need some terrible motive to induce a man to redden his hands with the blood of fellow beings as frequently as you have done.”




  Billy the Kid’s brow grew black, and for one moment I feared he meditated an assault upon me. But such was not the case.




  “You are right,” he said at last. “I have a motive, and a terrible one. There are very few who know my story—only three in all my band whom I have trusted with the whole of it. There are a good many persons who fancy they know all about me, yet who, in reality, know next to nothing at all.




  “I was born in County Limerick, Ireland, about 1859. My father’s name was Williams. He was a poor Irish peasant, and like all the poor classes of peasantry suffered much and did not escape persecution. I don’t like to dwell on those days. They were too bitter. What finally drove me away from there was the ruin of my two sisters by a son of our landlord. My father vowed vengeance against him, and the gay young villain succeeded in having the poor old man arrested on a trumpery charge and lodged in jail, where, in a few weeks he died from the effects of bad treatment and a broken heart. This decided my poor mother, and she took passage from Cork to Canada, bringing with her myself and my unfortunate sisters. From Montreal we went to Nova Scotia, and the girls were so lucky as to get good positions in service. My mother was less fortunate, for, in about a year’s time, she allowed herself to be persuaded into marrying an old reprobate named Antrim, and soon afterward accompanied him to New Mexico. This was in 1869. After many changes the family brought up in Silver City, and it was here that I was destined to begin a career, which, had I received proper treatment from others, I should never have adopted.”




  Chapter VIII is missing from the numbers of the Optic that have come into my hands, and I am forced to confess a gap before continuing the story with Chapter IX.




  MORE HORRIBLE ADVENTURES




  “So,” I observed, “it is to yourself that you owe your striking patronymic?”




  “To myself! and if I do say it, the handle has fitted me right well.”




  “How did you and the landlord get along?”




  “First rate, for about a week; and if I had had no one but him to deal with, everything would have gone well enough. But the women folks kind of soured on me, and I didn’t hanker after kitchen work anyhow. When I’d been there a few days, I helped myself to a keg of butter and sold it to a Chinaman. I might have known better. Never trust one of those heathen devils. The first thing he did was to go up to the hotel and give me away.”




  “How did you get out of it?”




  “Oh, I bamboozled the landlord into the belief that I was very sorry for what I had done, and he consented to deduct the price of the butter from my wages and let the matter drop.




  “But I only took this course to gain time. Ten dollars a month was too small potatoes for me anyhow without paying for a twenty-dollar keg of butter. But I meant to freeze this until I could do something better.




  “Not long after this I had a chance, as I thought, to crib the overcoat of the infernal Chinaman who had given me away on this butter business. I got his coat, but he dropped to the racket, and went out and had me arrested.




  “Then the landlord got mad, and said he’d have nothing more to do with me. I saw the jig was up, and that I’d be put to it to take care of myself. I resolved to lie shady, and wait for something to turn up.




  “When my trial came up, I pleaded guilty. Of course I was convicted, and they shoved a year’s sentence on me. I began to work it out in the most lamb-like manner possible, and before very long I had hoodwinked my jailers out of all suspicion. But all the while I was looking out for a chance of escape.




  “The first place I looked at was the chimney, but it was so small that at the start I gave up all thought of it. Yet there seemed to be no other outlet to the uncomfortable place. If I had had a knife or file it would have been an easy matter to have got out. But I had nothing. Escape I must, for I would rather have died than stayed there.




  “So I resolved to try the chimney anyhow, although I knew that if I was caught, they would use me pretty roughly. I tried it that night. It was a tight squeeze and took me over an hour. But I got out.”




  “I heard afterwards that the sheriff was the most amazed man in the Territory when he found out I was gone. The chimney, as he remarked himself, was so small he could hardly put his foot into the hole.




  “I cannot express to you the joy I experienced at finding myself free, but this feeling was quickly succeeded by one of hate for the G—d d—n Chinaman who had put me to so much trouble.”




  I looked up in surprise. It was the first time I had heard Billy the Kid make use of an oath. It is a very common mistake to suppose that all border ruffians interlard their remarks with oaths. Not that they are any too good to employ such expressions, or that they never do. But they use them, they believe, not for ornament but for emphasis.




  The Kid noticed my surprise.




  “Do you wonder at my feelings?” he asked.




  “Not at all,” I replied, “but I was astonished to hear you swear.”




  “I astonish myself that way sometimes,” he said almost sheepishly, “but I say just what I mean when I say ‘G—d d—n the ugly Chinaman!’”




  “Very well,” I rejoined, “go on with the story.”




  Billy the Kid resumed: “My rage against him was tremendous, and I resolved to put him out of the way of ever playing another mean trick on a white man.




  “I went to his cabin and peered through the open door. He was alone and asleep. It was necessary to work quickly. Any noise and I might be retaken. I stole to his side and cut his throat from ear to ear.”




  In spite of myself, I shivered in terror at this cool, almost demoniacal narrative.




  CHAPTER X




  END OF BILLY THE KID’S STORY




  “It was my first murder,” continued Billy the Kid, calmly refilling his pipe. “I acknowledge that at first I felt a little scared at what I had done; but I had no time for reflection. It was necessary for me to get out of Silver City in the most lively manner possible.




  “The Chinaman had a good horse, and I helped myself to it and lit out for Arizona. I knew that I stood a pretty good chance of escape. In the first place, it would be long after daylight before I would be missed from the jail.




  “Again, the Chinaman being dead could not complain of the loss of his horse, and the chances were that he would not himself be missed by any one for a day or two at least. And by that time all trace of my trail would have been lost.




  “I wandered on through the country, meeting with no especial adventure, until I came to the border of Arizona. There I stumbled into a small village which boasted of a small blacksmith shop. The blacksmith engaged me as a helper in his establishment.
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