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			Foreword

			Chris Enss

			History is defined as the study of past events. Past events prove, however, that history is more than just what happened when—it’s a complex intersection of truths, biases, and hopes. It can be remembered, recovered, or even invented. These facts are why some believe that there were two shooters on the grassy knoll when President John F. Kennedy was killed, that man never walked on the Moon, and that Elvis Presley is not only alive but also serving coffee at an out-of-the-way diner in Tulsa, Oklahoma. 

			History is a deeply controversial subject. Historical research is not an exact science, and that’s one of the reasons why historians often disagree with those who draw definitive conclusions. New information on historical events or figures is uncovered constantly. Those findings cause new conclusions to be drawn. Historians at times debate those conclusions, citing faulty interpretation of the evidence. The role of ideology and politics comes into play when explaining new findings, which accounts for why some believe that George Washington chopped down a cherry tree; that Benjamin Franklin flew a kite with a house key attached to the string during a lightning storm, proving that lightning had an electrical nature; and that Abraham Lincoln had a rare, genetic disorder known as Marfan syndrome and would have died soon enough without John Wilkes Booth’s help.

			History has its own history. It’s made up of multiple accounts and multiple perspectives, which lead to multiple discussions and disagreements. Author and playwright Oscar Wilde once wrote of history, “Nothing that actually happened matters in the slightest.” There are numerous historians still debating what occurred at the Battle of the Little Bighorn, who was involved in the Johnson County War, and the circumstances leading up to the night that Billy the Kid was shot and killed. For them, what happened matters a great deal. Authors and historians Bill Markley and Kellen Cutsforth have given voice to those who dispute the findings around ten historical accounts. Old West Showdown looks at both sides of controversial events that took place in the Old West and debates the conclusions. 

			Were Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday heroes or simply gunslingers out to settle a score? That’s just as explosive a question today as it was in October 1881, when the gunfight at the O.K. Corral took place. The passage of time has not made it a safe or dull topic. The same holds true when discussing Wild Bill Hickok’s first gunfight or the death of Crazy Horse, which are all topics covered in Old West Showdown. Feelings run deep when it comes to these subject matters—so much so that the debate over what actually happened will never be settled. 

			The great art of being a historian involves an ability to sift through incomplete or conflicting evidence—and to make a case for an overview that unifies what’s known. Only by debating and disagreeing can historians improve their theories and the overall quality of their work. Old West Showdown helps move that process along.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The West. Just saying those two words brings vivid images of the American West to mind for millions of people around the world: images of endless plains, scorching deserts, and icy mountain ranges; images of thundering buffalo herds, coiled rattlesnakes, and roaring grizzly bears; and images of resourceful Indians, hardy pioneers, wily desperados, and determined lawmen.

			The story of the settling of the West has been told countless ways by many people. Along the way, some stories have become distorted, sometimes by mistake and sometimes on purpose. Why not stretch the tale a bit just to make it more interesting? Other incidents were controversial right from the start and to this day have strong adherents on each side.

			Bill Markley and Kellen Cutsforth have selected ten such Old West stories and characters to explore in this book. These are popular figures and incidents that most people have at least heard of (and may even know a little of the story).

			How did the gunfight at the O.K. Corral actually unfold? Did it really happen the way it is presented to us in movie theaters and on television screens? Was it black and white? Were the Earps and Doc Holliday the good guys and the Clantons and McLaurys the bad guys?

			Jesse and Frank James and the Younger brothers were notorious outlaws loved by many and hated by others. Why did they leave their well-known haunts in Missouri and travel to Minnesota to rob a bank in Northfield?

			Wild Bill Hickok is one of the best-known gunfighters in the Old West, but did his first gunfight, which brought him national renown, happen the way it was reported in the press?

			Calamity Jane is probably the best-known woman in the Old West. She became a legend in her own time, and her reputation carries on today. But did she do all the things she claimed she did? Were she and Wild Bill lovers?

			And then, of course, there’s General George Armstrong Custer’s last stand at the Little Bighorn. Today, many believe that his ego led to his demise—or did it? Did the officers under his command let him down?

			Buffalo Bill Cody—everyone loves Buffalo Bill, who brought the West to the East with his Wild West. But did he really do all the things he claimed he did, including riding for the Pony Express and killing the Cheyenne leader Tall Bull?

			One of the most tragic occurrences on the northern plains was the death of the Lakota leader Crazy Horse. Was his death a random accident, or was his killing arranged by the army to get him out of the way, or was it intertribal politics that got him killed?

			Then there’s Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid. Garrett claimed that he shot and killed Billy one night at Fort Sumner, but was it a cover-up? Did the Kid get away and live to an old age in Texas?

			Geronimo was one of the most feared Apache killers in the American Southwest and Mexico in the late nineteenth century. Today, however, many people see him only as someone fighting for the right to maintain his way of life. Which was it?

			The last chapter explores Wyoming’s Johnson County War. The large ranchers claimed the small ranchers were nothing more than rustlers, but were they?

			Bill Markley and Kellen Cutsforth take opposing points of view on these stories. Each chapter is a stand-alone tale from the Old West, divided into three parts. The first part sets the stage for the story and relates the facts that most historians agree upon. In the second part, one author takes one side of the story, and the third part is the other author taking an opposing view. For instance, in the case of the gunfight at the O.K. Corral, the first part of the chapter sets the scene for the gunfight using information that almost everyone agrees upon. Kellen subsequently takes the Earp and Doc Holliday side of the story, and then Bill tells the Clanton and McLaury side of the story.

			Bill and Kellen expect people to disagree with some of the controversial topics covered here as they fan the flames of controversy, but, in so doing, they hope that you, the reader, will rekindle your interest in these stories from our history and conduct your own research to uncover what really is true. It’s time to start the showdown.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Gunfight at the O.K. Corral

			Just the Facts

			Iconic movies such as Tombstone (1993) and The Gunfight at the O.K. Corral (1957) show three Earp brothers and their trusty sidekick Doc Holliday marching down Tombstone’s dusty streets to their rendezvous with destiny. But how did the gunfight really go down? And what were the reasons behind it?

			Tombstone, Arizona Territory, boomed into existence after the discovery of silver ore in 1877. In surrounding Cochise County, ranchers provided beef cattle to reservations, military posts, and Tombstone residents. A lawless element of ranchers and rustlers also operated in these rural surroundings and were often referred to as Cowboys. Among these Cowboys were two prominent ranching families, the Clantons and McLaurys, who were good friends. Tombstone residents were divided in their loyalties to the Cowboys. If they had business dealings with the Cowboys, those townspeople normally sided with them in any disputes.

			Entering this mix came the Earp brothers—Wyatt, Virgil, Morgan, and James—eager to make their fortunes, as well as Wyatt’s friend, hot-tempered gambler Doc Holliday. By 1881, Virgil, as a deputy US marshal who later served in dual roles after being appointed Tombstone’s marshal, attempted to control the Cowboys, while Cochise County sheriff Johnny Behan supported the Cowboys and was an Earp rival. Relations between the Earps, Clantons, and McLaurys deteriorated into a series of disputes and failed business dealings between the three families, culminating in the Wild West’s most famous gunfight.

			On October 25, 1881, Ike Clanton and Tom McLaury arrived in Tombstone on business. Ike proceeded to go on an all-night drinking spree. Inebriated, Ike made numerous threats against the Earps and Holliday, and they made threats back. The next morning, Ike began roaming the streets with a Winchester and a six-shooter. Around noon, Virgil disarmed him, and then he hauled Ike to court for violating Tombstone’s ordinance banning firearms. Receiving a fine, Ike was released. Following Ike’s time before the judge, Wyatt Earp and Tom McLaury threatened each other. Wyatt followed up his threats by slapping Tom’s face and striking him with his gun.

			Around this time, Billy Clanton and Frank McLaury rode into town to conduct some business. Billy Claiborne, a friend of the Clantons and McLaurys, told Billy Clanton about Ike’s confrontations. Worried about the brewing trouble, Billy Clanton tracked down Ike to get him out of town, and the McLaurys determined that they would leave after they settled their business. Preparing to depart, the Clantons and McLaurys gathered near the rear entrance to the O.K. Corral. (A little-known fact: The ensuing gunfight took place in an empty lot on Fremont Street between Fly’s Boarding House and a home owned by a man named William Harwood.)

			Not knowing that the Cowboys were preparing to leave, Virgil learned the Clantons and McLaurys were carrying guns, and he planned to disarm them, adhering to the city firearms ban. Gathering his deputy brothers Morgan and Wyatt, Virgil also temporarily deputized Doc Holliday and handed him a shotgun. The men proceeded down Fourth Street, then turned left on Fremont toward the Cowboys and destiny. Sheriff Behan, who was ahead of the Earps, attempted to disarm the Cowboys, but they would have none of it. He then tried to stop the Earps, but they shoved him aside, marching on to confront the Cowboys, with Behan trailing close behind.

			After coming face to face with the Cowboy contingent in the empty lot, Virgil commanded them to surrender their weapons. History becomes hazy at this point, with each side proclaiming the other fired first. But when bullets started flying, many historians believe the fight happened as follows.

			Two shots rang out simultaneously, with Wyatt hitting Frank McLaury in the stomach and the second bullet finding no target. Morgan then fired at Billy Clanton, hitting him in the right wrist and chest. Billy was shot again, this time in the stomach, causing him to slide toward the ground while firing his pistol left-handed. Stepping in, Behan snatched Billy Claiborne and pulled him into Fly’s Boarding House. Ike, unarmed, grabbed Wyatt and was told by Wyatt, “Go to fighting or get away.” Ike then ran through Fly’s front door and out the back. Tom McLaury took cover behind the horse he was holding. Doc drew down on him with the shotgun and blasted him under the right armpit. Mortally wounded, Tom staggered onto Third Street, where he collapsed and later died.
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					Wyatt Earp, photo taken in Dodge City, Kansas, 1870s. Courtesy of Denver Public Library, Western History Collection (Z-246)

				

			

			With the cracking of gunshots, Frank McLaury tried to retrieve his Winchester from its saddle scabbard as his horse started to bolt. As bullets continued to fly, one hit Virgil in the ankle, throwing him to the ground. Seeing his fallen comrade, Doc dropped his shotgun and drew his pistol at the same moment Frank drew his. The two fired at each other, and Morgan discharged his pistol at Frank as well.

			Frank was killed in the exchange, but his bullet nicked Doc’s hip. Billy Clanton then shot Morgan in the shoulder. In the same instant, Morgan and Wyatt unloaded on Billy, piercing him below the ribs. In about thirty seconds, nearly thirty shots were fired, leaving the McLaury brothers and Billy Clanton dead or dying and Morgan and Virgil Earp and Doc Holliday wounded. Following the gunfight, a running battle continues to this day over what happened that fateful afternoon and over who was responsible for the immense bloodshed.

			A Case for the Earps—Kellen Cutsforth

			The gunfight at the O.K. Corral was not all that well known until 1931, following the publication of the book Wyatt Earp: Frontier Marshall by Stuart Lake. This volume was a best seller and introduced the public to the lawman Wyatt Earp, his sidekick Doc Holliday, and the gunfight at the O.K. Corral. In the years following Lake’s publication, thousands of books, articles, and movies have been produced covering the legendary battle and the characters involved.

			Authors, historians, and filmmakers often come to different conclusions concerning this landmark moment in the Old West. Some seek to create heroes, some aim to rewrite history, and others simply look to tell the truth. But with a historic event blurred in so much mystery and myth, the unvarnished truth can often be difficult to unearth. In the years following the gunfight, questions have arisen as to the motivations of its participants.

			Were the Earps in the right confronting the Clanton and McLaury brothers on that fateful October day? Did they murder defenseless men to settle a grudge? Were the Clantons and McLaurys nothing more than rustlers who got what was coming to them? To answer these questions, it is best to review the accepted facts and leave all other theories behind the saloon’s swinging doors.

			When the Earp brothers arrived in the silver mining town of Tombstone, Arizona Territory, in 1879, the little burg seemed to be nothing more than a tent colony. Virgil Earp, the oldest of the five Earp brothers, had been recently hired as a deputy US marshal for eastern Pima County, with his offices stationed in Tombstone.1 Accompanied by his brothers James and Wyatt, and later Morgan, the men found the small tent town home to roughly one hundred residents sprinkled among numerous silver mines.2 Two years following the Earps’ arrival, however, Tombstone “boomed,” and the population exploded to well over seven thousand. With this growth came conflict between local rustlers and the town’s new business interests.

			The rural rustlers were a loose affiliation of men often referred to as Cowboys. These bandits made their living by smuggling stolen cattle, horses, tobacco, and alcohol over the Mexican border, about thirty miles away from the Arizona territorial line, and then selling the contraband for a pretty profit. When they weren’t rustling livestock, these desperadoes robbed stagecoaches as a separate means of income.3

			These thefts hurt Tombstone residents relying on the goods carried by the coaches. They also damaged the confidence of investors living in cities like San Francisco, who were betting on the continuing silver boom. The Cowboy criminals were loosely led by brothers Tom and Frank McLaury, brothers Billy and Ike Clanton, “Curly” Bill Brocius, and Johnny Ringo.

			Most of the residents of Tombstone did not have high opinions of these men. In fact, George Parson, a diarist and Tombstone resident (whose diary is relied upon as one of the most accurate firsthand accounts of life in Tombstone), wrote of the gang, “A Cowboy is a rustler at times, and a rustler is a synonym for desperado—bandit, outlaw, and horse thief.” Along with the Parson diary, a respected business paper, the San Francisco Daily Exchange, wrote of the Cowboy scourge, declaring, “The cowboy class are the most despicable beings on the face of the earth. They are a terror to decent people and a disgrace to even frontier civilization.” With sentiments like these coming from Tombstone’s citizens and people around the country, it is easy to see why the lawmen Earp brothers eventually came into conflict with the Cowboys.

			Virgil Earp, as a deputy US marshal, first encountered the Cowboys in the summer of 1880, when he and his brothers Wyatt and Morgan tracked six stolen US Army mules to the McLaury ranch and discovered several Cowboys trying to alter their brands with running irons. After Frank McLaury was charged in the theft, he threatened Virgil’s life and soon became an enemy of the Earps.4

			Animosity percolated between the Earp faction and the Cowboys through several more events leading up to the O.K. Corral gunfight. It truly came to a boil, however, over one incident. On March 15, 1881, four Cowboys held up a Wells Fargo stagecoach on its way through Contention, Arizona Territory, which was carrying $26,000 in silver bullion. During the robbery, the stage driver and an accompanying passenger were murdered.5

			Following this hijacking, a posse was assembled by Cochise County sheriff Johnny Behan that included Virgil, Wyatt, and Morgan Earp, among others. The posse scoured the countryside for the bandits and captured Cowboy Luther King hiding at a ranch that was sympathetic to the Cowboy gangsters. During interrogation, King divulged that he was in on the robbery and named Cowboys Bill Leonard, Harry “the Kid” Head, and Jim Crane as conspirators.6 Behan returned to Tombstone with the captured desperado while the Earps continued their search for the rest of the villains.

			Behan, who had a reputation for being sympathetic to the Cowboys, inexplicably allowed King to easily escape and ride to freedom. This incident enraged the Earp brothers and motivated Wyatt to seek to replace Behan in the upcoming county sheriff election. At that point, Wyatt hatched a plan to help himself win the election by capturing the murderous stage robbers.

			Ike Clanton, who knew the whereabouts of his Cowboy counterparts, struck a deal with Wyatt to help him capture the outlaws. In exchange for his help, Wyatt offered Ike the reward money for the bandits ($1,200 per head), as well as a sum of cash from his own pocket, all totaling $6,000.7

			Unfortunately for Wyatt, the agreement never came to fruition. Both Leonard and Head were killed by brothers Ike and Billy Haslett, men with whom they had a long-standing quarrel. It is believed that Crane then took retribution for the deaths of his partners and murdered the Haslett brothers. Most inhabitants of Tombstone were frightened by these events because it appeared that the Cowboys were no longer just a guild of thieves but a bloodthirsty, vengeful fighting force willing to take on anyone.8

			After this episode, Ike Clanton began drinking heavily and accusing Wyatt of blabbing about their secret arrangement. Ike believed that Wyatt, his brothers, or Doc Holliday would let word slip about the arrangement and that his Cowboy pals would eventually murder him too.9

			Through most of the summer and into early October 1881, eyewitness accounts described Ike Clanton’s behavior as increasingly threatening. He threatened the Earp brothers’ lives and riled up his Cowboy compatriots. And Virgil Earp testified that Johnny Ringo even swore a blood oath to kill Virgil and his brothers.10

			These threats brought Wyatt’s good friend and dentist by trade, Doc Holliday, into the feud. Doc stood by the Earps and returned threats against Ike and the McLaurys, saying he would “make a fight if they wanted one.”11 Ike, in turn, accused Doc of knowing about Wyatt and his arrangement and blabbing about it.

			In the early morning hours of October 26, Ike Clanton and Doc Holliday quarreled in one of Tombstone’s saloons, with Ike shooting his mouth off. The quarrel eventually spilled into the street, forcing deputy marshals Morgan, Virgil, and Wyatt Earp to break up the dispute with threats of jail time for both men.12

			After their argument ended with no resolution, each man went his own way. Ike headed back into the saloon, where he went on to get very drunk and become quite belligerent. He then proceeded to the Occidental Saloon down the street and joined a poker game whose participants included Tom McLaury, Sheriff Johnny Behan, and Virgil Earp. The men played until the early morning hours that day. Throwing down a winning hand, Virgil drew the ire of both Tom and Ike.

			After bowing out of the game, Virgil left for home. Ike, completely drunk, gave a message to him meant for Doc Holliday: “[Tell] that son of a bitch [he] has got to fight.” When Virgil responded that he would not deliver the vulgar message, Ike told the oldest Earp brother, “You may have to fight before you know it.” Virgil took Ike’s ranting as nothing more than the ramblings of an angry drunk and went home.13

			Ike Clanton’s day, however, did not end there. He hopped from saloon to saloon, becoming more inebriated, violent, and boisterous. Ike also began openly carrying firearms in town, which was illegal within the city limits, and he was quoted as having said, “As soon as the Earps and Doc Holliday showed themselves on the street, the ball would open, and they would have to fight.”14

			After hearing of Ike’s warnings, the Earps shrugged them off as the talk of a drunken loudmouth. The bluster and bravado, however, did not sit well with Doc Holliday, who immediately jumped out of bed to confront the Cowboy. When the Earps heard what was brewing, they found Ike stumbling through the dusty streets of Tombstone with a rifle in his hands and a revolver in his belt. Virgil quickly disarmed Ike from behind, taking his rifle and bludgeoning him unconscious.15

			After heading to the courthouse, Ike was forced to pay a fine for his conduct. At the same time, Wyatt encountered Tom McLaury, who had come to check on his Cowboy comrade. Words were exchanged between the two, ending with Wyatt using his pistol to club Tom about the head.16 Fearing a gunfight, Cowboys Frank and Tom McLaury, nineteen-year-old Billy Clanton, and their friend Billy Claiborne met at the local gun shop to load up on ammunition and were also joined by Ike as Wyatt Earp watched them through a window.17 While in the gun store, Ike was not allowed to buy a shooting iron because of his inebriated condition, as well as the threats he had been making all over town.

			Much innuendo and gossip traveled from one citizen’s mouth to the next through the streets of Tombstone that infamous day, causing the Earps and Holliday to feel certain that they were in for an assassination attempt from the Cowboy contingent. Virgil Earp pleaded with Sheriff Behan to help disarm the Cowboys, but Behan said that if he and Earp showed up together, there would surely be a firefight. So Behan decided that he would disarm the Cowboys himself.18

			Behan, of course, did not disarm his Cowboy buddies, and their threats continued until the Earps defended themselves by confronting their enemies on Fremont Street. Much of the blame for the bloodletting that day can be heaped upon the head of Ike Clanton. He was a proven rustler who associated with known murderers. He tended to shoot his mouth off when intoxicated and made enemies of the Earps through his own paranoia and distrust.

			Ike’s delusional fear of his deal with Wyatt being discovered by his cutthroat associates directly led to the Wild West’s most famous gun battle and the deaths of his brother and friends. The Earps had every right to fear for their lives, with the murders during the stagecoach robbery and the brutal executions of the Haslett brothers taking place at the hands of the Cowboy gang whose members were now threatening them.

			Blame should also fall on Sheriff Johnny Behan, who was nothing more than a shill for the Cowboys and allowed known murderer and Cowboy confidant Luther King to escape justice. He further stirred the animosity between the Cowboys and the Earps that fateful day when he professed to have disarmed the Cowboys when clearly he had not. Who shot first will never be proven and does not matter because it is all speculation. Clearly, the Cowboys were ready for a fight and not defenseless, as evidenced by the injuries sustained by Doc Holliday, Virgil Earp, and Morgan Earp.

			Furthermore, Sheriff Behan was in the tank for the Cowboys and, as a result, testified on their behalf during the coroner’s inquest. Ike Clanton’s testimony during the same inquest reads as the recollections of a rambling drunk, which witnesses on both sides admit he most certainly was. In my opinion, any case made against the Earps is nothing more than revisionist history in a vain attempt to make villains out of victims.

			A Case for the Clantons and McLaurys—Bill Markley

			The Earps and Doc Holliday never gave the McLaury brothers and nineteen-year-old Billy Clanton a chance, murdering them behind the O.K. Corral.

			When Ike Clanton and Tom McLaury arrived in Tombstone on October 25, 1881, they came strictly for business and planned to spend the night. Ike began a drinking spree, making the rounds of the saloons while criticizing the Earps and Holliday.

			About one o’clock in the morning on October 26, Ike entered the Alhambra Saloon, sitting down at a table for a meal. Wyatt and Morgan Earp were at the counter when Holliday entered. Seeing Ike, Holliday walked up to his table, cursing him and calling him “a son of a bitch of a cowboy” who “had been using his name.” Holliday told Ike to get out his gun and get to work. Ike replied that he didn’t have a gun on him. Holliday called him “a damned liar” and said Ike had threatened the Earps. Ike later testified, “I told him I had not [threatened the Earps and] to bring whoever said so to me and I would convince him that I had not. He told me again to pull out my gun and if there is any grit in me, to go to fighting. All the time he was talking . . . he had his hand in his bosom, and I supposed on his pistol. I looked behind me and I saw Morgan Earp. . . . He had his hand in his bosom also, looking at me.”

			Morgan led the hothead Holliday outside. Ike said of the event:

			I then got up and went out on the sidewalk. Doc Holliday said, “You son of a bitch, if you ain’t heeled, go heel yourself.”19 . . . Morgan then stepped up and said, “Yes, you son-of-a-bitch, you can have all the fight you want now!” I thanked him and told him I did not want any of it now. I was not heeled. Virgil Earp stood off about 10 to 15 feet from us . . . Wyatt Earp came up . . . Wyatt did not say anything. Morgan Earp told me if I was not heeled, when I came back on the street to be heeled. I walked off and asked them not to shoot me in the back.20

			Soon after these events, Ike entered the Occidental Saloon, joining an all-night poker game with Virgil Earp, Tom McLaury, and Sheriff Johnny Behan. After Morgan had earlier warned him to arm himself, Ike got his Winchester and pistol, and then he continued his saloon drinking tour, badmouthing the Earps. Around noon, Virgil and Morgan came up behind Ike. Virgil struck him on the side of the head with a six-shooter, knocking him against a wall. Ike testified, “Morgan Earp cocked his pistol and stuck it at me. Virgil Earp took my six shooter and Winchester. . . . They pulled me along and said, ‘You damned son of a bitch, we’ll take you up here to Judge Wallace’s.’”21

			Dragging Ike to the Recorder’s Office, Virgil searched for Judge Wallace while Morgan guarded Ike. Wyatt arrived, saying to Ike, “You damn dirty cow thief, you have been threatening our lives, and I know it. I think I would be justified to shooting you down any place I would meet you, but if you are anxious to make a fight, I will go anywhere on earth to make a fight with you, even over to San Simon, among your crowd.” Fed up with the threats, Ike responded by saying, “Fight is my racket and all I want is four feet of ground.” 22
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					Doc Holliday, dentist and gambler by trade and good friend of Wyatt Earp. Courtesy of Denver Public Library, Western History Collection (Z-8850)

				

			

			Morgan and Ike argued about his arrest.23 Morgan offered to pay Ike’s fine if Ike would fight. “I’ll fight you anywhere or any way,” Ike replied. Morgan offered a weapon, but Ike declined, saying that he did not like the odds. After the exchange of threats, Judge Wallace arrived, fined Ike for carrying firearms in town, and released him.24

			At this point, Tom McLaury arrived on the street in front of the courtroom to check on Ike. Seeing Tom, Wyatt asked him, “Are you heeled?” Tom replied that he had never done anything against the Earps and that he was Wyatt’s friend. But Tom went on to say, “If you want to make a fight, I’ll make a fight with you anywhere.” “All right, make a fight,” Wyatt said, slapping Tom’s face with his left hand, then striking the side of Tom’s head with his pistol in his right hand, bloodying Tom’s face.25

			“I could kill the son-of-a-bitch,” Apolinar Bauer, a Tombstone resident, testified that Wyatt had said after hitting Tom “two, three, maybe four” times with his pistol. Lying in the street, Tom “opened his eyes up large and trembled all over.”26

			Billy Clanton and Frank McLaury rode into town, stopping at the Grand Hotel. “How are you?” Doc Holliday greeted them and shook hands in passing. As they ordered drinks, Billy Allen, another Tombstone resident, walked in and told Frank that Wyatt had pistol-whipped Tom. “What did he hit Tom for?” Frank asked. Allen said he didn’t know, and Frank responded by saying, “I will get the boys out of town. We won’t drink.” He and Billy Clanton left without touching their drinks and rode west on Allen Street toward the O.K. Corral.27

			On their way, they ran into Billy Claiborne, who had taken Ike to the doctor. He told them what had happened to Ike. “Billy asked me where was Ike,” Claiborne later testified. “[Billy Clanton said,] ‘I want to get him to go out home.’ He said he did not come here to fight anyone, ‘and no one didn’t want to fight me.’”28 They met Tom and Ike at Spangenberg’s Gun Shop. Frank and Billy bought ammunition and Ike wanted to buy a pistol, but owner George Spangenberg would not sell him one. They left, heading west on Allen Street to Dexter’s Livery and Feed Stables, and then crossed Allen Street to the O.K. Corral. The two Billys walked through the corral to the vacant lot on Fremont Street where Ike was having his team harnessed;29 Ike joined them while the McLaurys went through the corral’s rear entrance to Bauer’s Union Meat Market on Fremont Street.

			About 1:30 p.m., Sheriff Behan was getting a shave at Barron’s Barbershop when someone said that “there was liable to be trouble between the Earps and Clantons.” This was the first Behan had heard that there were problems. He found Virgil at Hafford’s Corner Saloon and asked what was going on. Virgil responded that there was “a lot of sons of bitches in town looking for a fight.” Behan replied, “You had better disarm the crowd.” Virgil said he would not; he would give them a chance to fight. Behan said, “It is your duty as a peace officer instead of encouraging a fight to disarm the parties.”30 Behan then left to disarm the Cowboys.

			Learning that the Cowboys were on Fremont Street, Virgil decided to go disarm them himself, taking along Wyatt, Morgan, and a temporarily deputized Doc Holliday. He gave Holliday his shotgun, which Holliday concealed under his long coat.

			Behan found Frank McLaury outside Bauer’s Union Meat Market and told him to give up his weapon. Frank replied he did not intend to cause any trouble but that he would only give up his guns after Behan had disarmed the Earps.31

			Behan walked with Frank, leading his horse westward to the vacant lot where Tom, Billy Claiborne, and the Clantons stood. The sheriff searched Ike, finding no weapons. Tom opened his coat, saying he carried no guns. Seeing the Earps and Holliday approaching, Behan told the Cowboys, “Wait here. I see them coming down. I will go up and stop them.”32 As Behan walked toward the Earps, Ruben Coleman, an eyewitness, heard one of the Clantons say, “You need not be afraid Johnny, we are not going to have any trouble.”33

			Martha King was in Bauer’s Union Meat Market when someone at the door said, “There they come.” She stepped to the door and saw Holliday and the Earps pass on the sidewalk. She testified, “What frightened me and made me run back, [is] I heard this man [one of the Earps] on the outside, looked at Holliday, and I heard him say ‘Let them have it,’ and Doc Holliday said, ‘All right.’”34

			Behan testified that he intercepted the Earps and Holliday: “I told them not to go any further, that I was down there for the purpose of disarming the Clantons and McLaurys.” They ignored him, but he continued talking: “Gentlemen, I am sheriff of this county, and I am not going to allow any trouble if I can help it.” They brushed past, but he followed, calling for them to stop.35 Virgil said, “Johnny, I am going to disarm them.”36

			The Cowboys stood talking with the horses saddled in the vacant lot and their backs to the Harwood house. The Earps and Holliday stopped about six feet from them.37 Behan and Billy Claiborne both moved toward the front door of Fly’s Boarding House.

			Behan saw that the Earps and Holliday had drawn their pistols. A nickel-plated pistol was pointed at Billy Clanton, which Behan thought Holliday was holding. An Earp, possibly Wyatt, said, “You sons of bitches, you have been looking for a fight, and now you can have it!” Virgil yelled, “Boys, throw up your hands, I want your guns.” Billy Clanton responded, saying, “Don’t shoot me. I don’t want to fight!” and Tom McLaury threw open his coat, saying, “I’m not armed,” as the Earp party opened fire.38

			Billy Allen had followed behind the Earps and saw Holliday fire the first shot and an Earp fire the second.39 Behan testified that the first shot was fired from the nickel-plated pistol, followed immediately by a second shot from a different Earp pistol.40 Holliday’s weapon of choice was a .38 caliber nickel-plated 1877 Colt Lightning.41 There was a pause, and then Behan thought the next eight to ten shots were from the Earp party.42

			Gambler Wesley Fuller saw Billy Clanton throw up his hands, saying, “Don’t shoot me! I don’t want to fight!” and Frank held his horse with no weapons in his hands. Ike and Tom were not armed. Holliday and Morgan Earp fired the first two shots. The Earps and Holliday got off six or seven shots before Billy Clanton and Frank McLaury could draw their pistols.43

			Billy Claiborne said the Clantons held their hands in the air and Tom opened his coat, saying, “I haven’t got anything boys, I’m disarmed!” Holliday fired first, hitting Tom, and Morgan fired second, hitting Billy Clanton, who slid to the ground. “Billy Clanton drew his six-shooter and threw across his leg as he lay on the ground and commenced shooting.”44

			Ike later testified that he was getting ready to leave town when the Earps arrived and that the Cowboys had their hands in the air when Holliday and Morgan fired the first shots. The follow-up shots all came from the Earp side. Unarmed, Ike stood in front of Wyatt. “He shoved his pistol against my belly, and told me to throw up my hands. He said, ‘You son of a bitch, you can have a fight.’ I . . . [took] Wyatt Earp’s hand and pistol with my left hand and grabbed him around the shoulder with my right hand and held him for a few seconds. While I was holding him, he shot.” Ike pushed Wyatt away and ran through the front door of Fly’s Boarding House and out the back.45

			After thirty shots in half a minute, the fight was over. Frank was dying in the street. Billy and Tom, still alive, were carried into a house. As Dr. William Millar gave Billy morphine, Billy said, “They have murdered me. I have been murdered. Chase the crowd away from the door and give me air.” Then he died. Tom later died as well. When coroner Henry Mathews arrived, he found no gun or cartridges on Tom’s body.46

			I began my research accepting the Earp explanation of the gunfight, but after reviewing the testimony from the coroner’s inquest and the hearing before Judge Wells Spicer, I believe that the Clantons and McLaurys were in the process of ending their business in town and leaving, not looking for a confrontation with the Earps and Doc Holliday. I believe that Tom was unarmed when opening his coat and that the other Cowboys had their hands in the air when Doc Holliday and Morgan Earp fired the first two shots—and the rest is history.
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