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I would like to express my most profound gratitude to my mother, Betty Dorsett Duke. Many thanks to my father, Joe Duke, for the help and tremendous support provided. And thank you to Teresa F. Duke, my sister. I am also grateful to have such a great literary agent, Fiona Spencer Thomas. A big thank you to my publisher and the team at Inner Traditions • Bear & Company. To Matt, thank you for all the help. I want to thank my friend, author and editor Philippa (Lee) Faulks for her support and for pointing me in the right direction.



AN INTRODUCTION

In my first book, Jesse James and the Lost Templar Treasure, I wrote of the treasures associated with the Old West outlaw Jesse James. In the second book, The Mysterious Life and Faked Death of Jesse James, which I coauthored with my sister Teresa F. Duke, we unveiled the true history of Jesse James and showed that Jesse James is our great-great-grandfather. Those two books expose the history of the treasures associated with Jesse James and the truth about the events and investigations surrounding his alleged assassination.

This book will show you, dear reader, how Jesse James, the infamous outlaw, had connections with not only several well-known Old West outlaws, such as Billy the Kid, Jesse Evans, and Johnny Ringo, among others, but that he also had connections and was related—by blood or marriage—to people who, once you realize who they are, will very likely shock you.

But there is even more to the story of Jesse James’s connections. He is also 
related, again by blood or marriage, to some of the best-known— and a few 
notorious—families of the American West. Families whose names carried a lot of 
weight in politics, religion, and even a secret society. Some of these families 
were even instrumental in the formation and leadership of a well-known and popular branch of church in the Bible belt, the Baptist church. The connections between Jesse James and the aforementioned (or hinted at) people and organizations, as well as many of the other Old West outlaws, show that they were much more than just wild cowboys who rode around randomly robbing and shooting people. They were actually organized, and part of something much larger: an organization that seems to have grown, prospered, and affected our national history from the small, rural streets of early America to the highest levels of our nation’s government up to, at least, the very near present day. And just like any organization, they had their rivals. I invite you to read on to find out how this secret network with powerful and prestigious connections operated in America’s Wild West and beyond. I suspect that you may, after reading this book, view history a bit differently, as it connects long-hidden puzzle pieces to those mysterious aspects of history over which many have pondered the nagging suspicion at their connections.
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JESSE JAMES

THE TRADITIONAL STORY

Jesse James is the man who represents every man who ever felt the boot of the Man on his neck.

LAURA JAMES, THE 
LOVE PIRATE AND THE BANDIT’S 
SON

Over the years, Jesse James has been many things to many people. Jesse James was an outlaw to most, a hero to others; he was a rebel, a killer, a man done wrong by the powers that be, and to some, a terrorist. For better or worse, he has captured the minds of the public around the world. I am the first to admit that Jesse James was no angel, but he was no devil either, unless he had to be. How is it that a man who had been branded an outlaw could have had such a great impact on the minds of people around the globe for well over a century? Perhaps because of the perfect combination of fact and myth that surrounded him, both while he was living and long after his death.

A large part of the public’s fascination no doubt has to do with people wanting the whole story—the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. Until they get answers, they won’t be satisfied, and neither will we. But the only truth readily available when talking about Jesse James is that the real truth is hard to come by.
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Fig. 1.1. Photo of Jesse Woodson James, circa 1864.

The journey to prove that Jesse James is our ancestor has been an exciting one, to say the least. My siblings and I believe that Jesse James is our great-great-grandfather, a fact that our late mother set out to prove prior to her passing. Before digging into the mystery that surrounds Jesse and his network throughout the Wild West, here’s the brief, traditionally accepted life of Jesse James.


EARLY YEARS

Jesse Woodson James is said to have been born on September 5, 1847, to Zerelda Elizabeth Cole and Robert Sallee 
James, an ordained Baptist minister and founder of William Jewell College in 
Liberty, Missouri. Jesse was the third of four children born to the couple. His 
older siblings were Alexander Franklin “Frank” James, the firstborn, and Robert R. James, who died as an infant. Susan Lavenia James was the couple’s fourth child.

Apparently, shortly after Susan’s birth, the elder Robert James felt the need to preach to gold miners in California. He left his wife and children in Missouri and, shortly after arriving in California in 1850, he is said to have contracted a disease (stories vary as to exactly what he caught), died, and was buried in an unmarked grave.

In 1852, after Robert’s death, Zerelda married a wealthy farmer named Benjamin Simms. Mr. Simms is said to have been a cruel man who didn’t like young Frank or Jesse. He died in a horse accident at the start of 1854. No children were born from the short marriage of Benjamin Simms and Zerelda.

Zerelda married, for a third and final time, in 1855, to Dr. Reuben Samuel. Dr. Samuel is said to have been a kind-hearted man and a loving father to Zerelda’s children, Frank, Jesse, and Susan. Zerelda and Dr. Samuel had four children as well: Sarah Louisa Samuel, John Thomas Samuel, Fanny Quantrill Samuel, and Archie Peyton Samuel.




THE CIVIL WAR YEARS

Well before the official beginning of the American Civil War, tensions had been building along the Kansas and Missouri border between proslavery and antislavery factions. Militias formed on both sides of the border, and skirmishes soon followed. Frank James joined the Confederacy and is said to have fallen ill, which led him to return home to recuperate. During that time, Frank joined a pro-Confederate militia, Quantrill’s Partisan Rangers, near his family home. A Union militia, looking for Frank, raided the James-Samuel farm. Zerelda related the story to a reporter many years later:

I remember well that morning the soldiers came down across the field. It was planted in flax then. A whole company of them came down through there and trooped into this yard, and over into the field where Jesse and Dr. Samuels*1 were planting corn. They demanded the doctor tell them where the bushwhackers were hiding. You see Frank was four years older than Jesse and had been with Quantrill over a year. 
. . . Dr. Samuels, my husband told them he did not know where the bushwhackers were. Then they tied his hands together and drove him to a tree over in the pasture and hanged him three times by the neck. They left him hanging until he was nearly dead and then lowered him down and asked where Frank James was. They left him at last, nearly dead, under the tree. The doctor has not been in his right mind since that very day and he was a smart man.

But the cowardly hounds did not stop at hanging the doctor. They caught my little Jesse, he was only fourteen years old then and sickly, and they ran him up and down the corn rows, prodding him with their bayonets and threatening to kill him if he didn’t tell them where his brother Frank was.

But there wasn’t a drop of coward’s blood in the veins of my Jesse. How many boys do you know think [sic] would have braved that gang of armed cowards as he did that day? They prodded him with their sharp bayonets till the blood ran and then they beat his poor back till for weeks afterward he could scarcely wear a shirt. It was then that the hatred of Federal soldiers was put into his heart and it never left him.

A day or two after that Jesse told me he was going to join Quantrill and take a hand in this fight. Jesse was small for his age and very sickly and thin, and I was afraid to have him go off in the bush with Quantrill. I told him he was too young and small for that kind of rough work, and besides he had no money.

He told me strength and money will both come with time. I fitted him out with clothes, gave him some money, and one of our horses and he rode away to join Quantrill. I didn’t hear a word from him till about three months after that when a tall young man rode up and hitched his horse at the gate and knocked at the door. I didn’t know him till he laughed and then I saw it was my Jesse, and I guess it wasn’t a second till I had him in my arms. The wild life in the bush had agreed with him and he was rosy cheeked and stout. That was the beginning of my boy’s roving and from that time till this, more than thirty years, I’ve never had a full night’s rest since.1

In short, Jesse followed his older brother, Frank, in joining Quantrill’s guerrillas in 1864. While they rode with the guerrillas, Union officials forced their family to leave not only their farm but also the county they lived in. Dr. Samuel, Zerelda, and their children temporarily relocated to Nebraska during that time.

During the war, it is generally believed that Jesse suffered a bullet through his right lung but returned to fighting after healing. It is also said that at the end of the war, while trying to surrender, he was shot once again through the right lung. We have no reason to doubt this. When trying to obtain a death certificate or coroner’s report for Jesse (who, at the time of his death, was going by the name James L. Courtney), we were told that his death records had been destroyed approximately one year before we inquired about them.




THE OUTLAW YEARS

While the war was officially over, former guerrillas, like Jesse and Frank James, weren’t granted amnesty. They were hunted, and because of that, the war couldn’t end for them. They probably took the attitude that if they were to be labeled outlaws, they might as well be outlaws. Not too long afterward, the James-Younger Gang came into being.

The Liberty bank robbery on February 13, 1866, may be the first robbery accredited to the James-Younger Gang, and it is considered to be the first successful peacetime daylight bank robbery in the United States. At two o’clock in the afternoon, twelve men wearing faded soldier-blue overcoats rode into Liberty from various directions, congregating in front of the Clay County Savings Association Bank. No great interest was taken in these men, since this was shortly after the end of the Civil War, and Liberty had been occupied a number of times by groups of men.

Two men entered the bank and found Greenup Bird, head cashier, and his son and assistant, William, inside. One of the robbers requested a bill to be changed (this would become the modus operandi of the James-Younger Gang). William Bird approached the counter, and as he did, both robbers drew their guns, demanding that the clerks quickly deposit the money into an empty feed sack. Once the money, bonds, and tax stamps were deposited, both Birds were placed in a cage (the vault).

The robbers departed the bank, and as they were mounting their horses, a commotion took place. One man appeared to have some difficulty with his horse. Across the street, at the Green Hotel, two boys were watching. There are several local and family stories regarding what happened in the next few minutes. In any event, a shooting killed George “Jolly” Wymore, one of the two boys observing the ruckus. Although Jesse James has been blamed for it, most accounts claim he did not shoot Jolly Wymore.

The Wymore family has passed down the story that within a few weeks they received a letter apologizing for the death of the boy. The letter also stated that no one was supposed to be harmed, and it was signed “Jesse James.” (We have requested to see this letter but to no avail.) The Wymore family still owns this building, and named it the Jesse James Bank Museum. When we asked if they ever displayed the letter, the tour guide explained that it was too traumatic for the owner to display.

There are two strongly opposing views about whether Jesse James was at the scene of the robbery. By one view, this was shortly after the Civil War, and Jesse had recently received a serious chest wound, collapsing one of his lungs and leaving him too ill to be present. Others note the local stories of a man who appeared to be ill and reportedly had trouble staying mounted. They believe this to be Jesse. The contention is that if he planned this robbery in such detail, he would not have missed the event. During the getaway, several people later admitted that they recognized many of the boys.

Reportedly there is little doubt that Jesse James planned the robbery because it was styled after many of the robberies the men participated in during the Civil War. During the Civil War much of what soldiers did was considered acts of war and not crimes. Some claim they were barbaric while others claim the same about the other side. Perhaps the concept “to the victor goes the spoils” applies as history often sides with the victor. No one was ever convicted of the Liberty robbery, which caused the bank to close because of insufficient funds. The bank sold all its assets, called in all loans, and paid the depositors sixty cents on the dollar.

Many other robberies that took place between 1867 and 1881, all across the midwestern and southern United States, were alleged to be the handiwork of the James-Younger Gang. The robbery at the First National Bank in Northfield, Minnesota, September 7, 1876, is credited 
as breaking up the James-Younger Gang and being their last robbery. It may be true that the James-Younger Gang was impacted by the failed Northfield robbery, but we don’t believe the failure resulted in the end of the gang. Jesse and Frank had a pool of irregular members to choose from, and it is our opinion that the gang didn’t come to an end until the alleged assassination of Jesse James, if in name only, in 1882. In Northfield, the town’s citizens ambushed the riders from the hardware store and the second floor of the hotel, thwarting the robbery attempt. Most sources claim that Frank James was responsible for the death of Joseph L. Heywood, the bank cashier who refused to open the safe. While at least one source claims it was Jesse who killed the cashier, we don’t believe that Jesse was at the robbery and that his first cousin, Wood Hite, who bore a strong resemblance to Jesse, was mistaken for him. Other persons in the bank included A. E. Bunker, cashier (shot in the shoulder), and Frank J. Wilcox, assistant bookkeeper. Gang members Clell Miller and Bill Chadwell were reportedly killed in the streets. During the escape, all three Younger brothers, Cole, Jim, and Bob, were captured and imprisoned, and Charley Pitts a.k.a. Sam Wells was killed. Frank James and his first cousin Wood Hite escaped, with Frank making his way to Texas. Frank had the bullet he received in Northfield surgically removed in Waco, Texas.2 This statement is verified by a sheriff’s notes on an old wanted poster purchased at the Jesse James Farm and Museum in Kearney, Missouri, which also said that the Youngers were tried and served twenty-five years in Minnesota’s Stillwater Prison, and that Frank and Jesse reportedly stayed in Texas until they returned to their old haunts in Clay County, Missouri.3

In spite of the sheer number of robberies Jesse James is alleged to have organized or participated in, he was never caught. He had many aliases and identities, which greatly assisted him in eluding capture for sixteen years. For years, he was hunted by many to no avail, including by the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, and frustrations were growing.

The Pinkerton Agency, founded by Scotsman Allan Pinkerton in 1850, played an important role in U.S. history, foiling an attempted assassination of the newly elected president, Abraham Lincoln, in 1861 and serving as intelligence agents for the federal government during the Civil War. The Pinkertons also specialized in protecting railroad shipments for several Midwestern companies. When the first recorded train robbery took place in 1866, they became famous for their pursuit of train robbers—including the James-Younger Gang, which they were under contract from both the railroads and the banks to apprehend.

The Pinkertons were known for playing things rough. On January 26, 1875, Jesse James’s eight-year-old half brother, Archie Peyton Samuel, was killed by a bomb that was thrown into their home by Pinkerton detectives. Jesse’s mother lost the lower portion of an arm, and one of his stepfather’s hands was maimed.

With a $10,000 reward on his head, Jesse is said to have moved his family to St. Joseph, Missouri, in November 1881.4 On Christmas Eve, Jesse, reportedly using the alias of Thomas Howard, along with Zee Mimms*2 and their two reported children, Tim and Mary Howard, moved into a small house at 1318 Lafayette Street, sitting atop a high hill overlooking St. Joseph.†3

Several months later, on April 3, 1882, Bob Ford reportedly shot Jesse James dead while Jesse was dusting a picture. On that very day, a train was robbed in Texas, and newspapers all over all the country attributed it to Jesse.5

This was just the beginning of the mystery surrounding Jesse’s death, causing many to feel bewildered to this day. The event has stirred many emotions in people from all walks of life, including Oscar Wilde, who said, “Americans are certainly great hero-worshippers, and always take heroes from the criminal classes.” Many opinions on Jesse sprang forth after his alleged death—some good and some bad. Jesse has been regarded as a Robin Hood of that era; some even likened him to King Arthur.

After Jesse’s reported assassination, the authorities, suspecting that the deceased was not Jesse, paid round-trip transportation expenses from Texas to St. Joseph, Missouri, for Harrison Trow and five other gunmen who had once worked with him. They hoped these men would either identify the body as Jesse’s or confirm their suspicions that it was not his body. Trow glanced momentarily at the corpse and remarked tonelessly as he walked away, “That’s Jesse.” But another gunman who rode with Jesse said it wasn’t: “In 1882, after Jesse’s alleged death, former James Gang member George Shepard said he had been down town and had seen the picture posted in the Times window purporting to be a likeness of Jesse James. He had no hesitation in declaring that if that was a true picture of the man killed in St. Joseph, it wasn’t Jesse James at all.”6

A coroner’s inquest was held to determine if the man Bob Ford shot was really Jesse James. Accurate physical descriptions of the famous outlaw were non-existent except to a chosen few. In his book Goodbye Jesse James, which included reprints of six news stories covering the alleged assassination of Jesse James, editor Jack Wymore wrote, “It is safe to say there is no picture of Jesse James in existence that will convey a correct impression of his appearance in life.”7

There are conflicting reports of his physical appearance, including his scars, making it hard to know if anyone identifying his body was accurate. Traditionalists, for example, describe Jesse James as being between five feet nine to five feet eleven, with a small frame, blue eyes, a missing fingertip, and light, sandy-colored hair. But many agree there is no definitive proof that Jesse James was missing a fingertip, and there is evidence that those who knew him best, including his own mother, described him as being tall.


	His mother described him as “tall and stout.”8


	John T. Samuel, Jesse’s half-brother, testified at Frank James’s trial that “Jesse was a large man.”9


	John Newman Edwards, who had been General J. O. Shelby’s adjutant during the Civil War and afterward became the editor of the 
	Kansas City Times, met Jesse during the war. A good friend, he described him as “tall and finely molded capable of great effort and endurance.”10


	Jesse James described himself as tall. After a train robbery at Gads Hill, Missouri on January 31, 1874, he handed the conductor a press release that partially described the gang: “The robbers were all large men, none under six feet tall.”



The coroner’s ruling that Bob Ford did shoot Jesse James did not stop the general public from doubting it. An article appearing in the St. Joseph Daily Gazette from St. Joseph, Missouri, on April 12, 1882, attempted to explain why the corpse’s hair was darker than Jesse James’s was known to be:

One of the most successful means of concealing identity used by the famous freebooter Jesse James was accidentally discovered yesterday. A Gazette reporter learned the facts from headquarters and can vouch for their authenticity.

It has been handed down through all the fables regarding Jesse that he was of a light complexion, that his beard and hair were rather light and of a reddish hue. This statement has been corroborated by parties claiming to know him, and with his bluish gray eyes, a lighter color of hair and beard might have been expected than existed at the time of death. Yesterday a gentleman was sitting in the room where Mrs. James was at work packing a valise preparatory to departure. As she bent over her work, a small vial dropped to the floor and broke, whereupon a dark brown liquid began to run over the carpet. The gentleman picked it up, and naturally enough asked what the substance might be. Mrs. James seemed embarrassed, and at that did not know what to say. She finally, however, said that it was a kind of dye used by her husband for coloring his hair and beard. Mrs. James had endeavored to conceal this ruse of her husband to prevent identification and requested that nothing be said about the matter. This little fact will explain away the doubts of many skeptics regarding the identity of the murdered man.11

A funeral was held, but our family strongly believes it wasn’t Jesse in the casket.*4 Whether or not he died and was buried as history says, the myths surrounding him have lived on to the present day.




THE ALIAS

So what if it wasn’t Jesse in the casket? What events had previously transpired that would have allowed him to fake his own death? After the failed bank robbery in Northfield, Minnesota in 1876 in which the original gang was virtually wiped out, with virtually only Jesse and Frank remaining, Frank James rode a train from Minnesota all the way south to Waco, Texas, and was said to have visited an unknown doctor in Waco to take care of the bullet wounds he had suffered in Northfield. Frank was also said to have been met by Jesse in Waco, and, after Frank was ready to travel, they went to Jesse’s ranch in Blevins, Texas, approximately twenty-two miles south of Waco. We don’t believe Jesse was at the Northfield robbery but that it was his first cousin Wood Hite who was oftentimes mistaken for Jesse. Jesse was at his home in Blevins at the time.

It is said that outlaws often chose aliases from names they were familiar with. Jesse, our great-great-grandfather, wrote the following rhyme in his diary: “When stemm [sic] and tryst James L. Courtney is my heist.” Stemm, or stem, refers here to a line of descendants from a particular ancestor; a tryst is a place of a prearranged meeting (a variant pronunciation is with a long vowel, which would rhyme with heist); and heist is, of course, a robbery. I believe my great-great-grandfather stole the name of his relative James L. Courtney at a secret prearranged meeting. There are many reasons to believe the James family was linked with the Courtneys.

Historical reports state that three families of Courtneys lived near the James farm in Clay County, Missouri.

Reverend Robert James, father of Frank and Jesse, baptized and married Courtneys.12

The probate papers of Reverend Robert James show that A. C. Courtney tutored Frank James and Jesse James. The same papers show that Joseph Courtney and his wife joined New Hope Baptist Church under Rev. James and said, “There is no better man than Robert James.”

Frank James borrowed a plow from his Courtney neighbors.13

Jesse James’s two half sisters had Courtney connections. Sarah Louisa Samuel married William A. Nicholson, whose paternal grandmother was Lucinda Courtney. Fannie Quantrill Samuel married Joe Hall, whose mother was Rebecca Ann Courtney.14

Jesse R. Cole, Frank and Jesse James’s maternal uncle, married Louisa E. Maret, and they had a daughter named Bettie. Bettie Cole married James Courtney in Clay County, Missouri. After James died, she married Elias Albright.15 Louisa’s brother, John M. Maret, married Annie Jane Lucinda Courtney.16

Thomas Edward “Bud” Pence and Alexander Doniphan “Donnie” Pence of Clay County Missouri rode with the James-Younger Gang.17 Their sister, America Lorena Pence, married James Clinton Courtney in Clay County.18

A neighboring Courtney complimented Zerelda James Samuel’s embroidery work, saying, “Our family said that Jesse James’ mother could do beautiful embroidery despite the loss of part of her arm, lost in the tragedy [Pinkerton bombing] at the time Jesse’s little brother [Archie Samuel] was killed, 26 Jan. 1875. I was told she would place the fabric over the stub to do her stitches.”19

W. J. Courtney was a sheriff and attorney of Clay County during Frank and Jesse’s outlaw years. He was also in the same home guard unit as Frank James, along with many other Courtneys.20 During the Civil War, he was with General Joseph O. Shelby’s brigade21 (Quantrill and his men often aligned themselves with Shelby’s brigade). W. J. Courtney owned and operated the Arthur House in Liberty, Missouri, where Pinkerton detective John W. Whicher was served his last meal on Earth before being found dead the next morning on the road to the James farm.22 The James boys were accused of his murder.

A document referred to as a “true bill”*5 regarding the Pinkerton bombing at the James-Samuel farm shows that W. J. Courtney was one of the witnesses.23

Census records from 1860 show that the real James L. Courtney lived in Johnson County, Missouri, with his parents, Stephen and Dinah Courtney.24 In January 1986, the Pioneer Times stated, “They [The Courtneys] were related to the Courtneys and the James of Clay County, Missouri.”25 Both the Clay County and Johnson County Courtney families are related to the James-Samuel family.†6

On July 6, 1863, A. C. Courtney, along with two other neighbors, Mr. Larkin and Alvah Maret, signed an affidavit and gave it to the provost marshal in Liberty, Missouri, in an effort to obtain Dr. Samuel’s release from military prison.

There are at least ten tombstones bearing the Courtney name in Kearney’s Mount Olivet Cemetery. One tombstone bears the name of James Courtney.

In a notarized affidavit by Michelle Archie from June 1, 1999, Howard Smith Farmer said that he heard his grandmother Vesta Farmer, born in 1879, tell her brother, John Mile, that Jesse James was buried in Blevins Cemetery under the name of James L. Courtney.

The 1880 census records for Susan James Parmer, Jesse James’s sister, show that she lived with her husband, Allen H. Parmer, son Robert A., and daughters Clora S. and Zelma in Henrietta, Clay County, Texas. At another of several locations where the Parmers lived in Texas, a Texas historical marker marks the Parmer house as a Jesse James hideout.*7 Jack Loftin, a historian from Archer County, Texas, wrote in his book Trails through Archer:

A daughter of Jesse’s niece, Allen Palmer’s†8 granddaughter, has told an Archer City Historical Commission that in her mother’s trunk are many letters, some of which will prove that Jesse wrote to his sister, her grandmother, dated and postmarked Henrietta, Texas 1884. These letters the mother had planned to burn, but they are not lost, have been promised to the county commission.26

During our research, we located many connections between the James family and the Courtneys that led us to believe that Jesse James assumed the Courtney surname well before he decided to fake his death in 1882. Each piece of evidence indicates that Jesse James did not die on April 3, 1882. Instead, by this time he had officially killed his name, assumed the name of James L. Courtney, and had hightailed it to Blevins, Texas, where he lived to be almost a century old. Along the way, and once settled in Texas, he would rub elbows with some of the most influential outlaws and men of politics of his time.
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