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EDITOR’S NOTE
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IN the pantheon of outlaws from our western frontier—among them Sam Bass, Billy the Kid, Black Bart, the Dalton Gang, John Wesley Hardin, Tom Horn, Black Jack Ketchum, Joaquín Murieta, William Quantrill, John Ringo, and the Younger Brothers—none is more notorious than Jesse James. A vast number of newspaper articles, over a dozen books, several songs, and more than seventy-five movies and television productions have been devoted to the life of Jesse James. His violent career as a Confederate guerrilla, bank and train robber, murderer, leading member of the James-Younger Gang, number one enemy of the Pinkertons, and victim of political assassination is one of the most well-known legends in American history. He was the quintessential frontier bad man.

The most famous of the James biographies, first published in 1882, bears one of the longest title pages in American literature:  The Life, Times and Treacherous Death of Jesse James. The Only Correct and Authorized—Edition. Giving Full Particulars of Each and Every Dark and Desperate Deed in the Career of This Most Noted Outlaw of Any Time or Nation. The Facts and Incidents contained in this Volume, were dictated to Frank Triplett, by Mrs. Jesse James, Wife of the Bandit, and Mrs. Zerelda Samuel, His Mother.

To aficionados of the history of our western frontier, this book has a particularly interesting provenance. Its author, Frank Triplett, a mining engineer and writer of several undistinguished books, compiled and wrote the book in the space of just seven weeks after James’ assassination. Moreover, although the work provides a thorough accounting of the major events in Jesse’s colorful career, Triplett’s pro-James bias, and for some unknown reason his enmity toward Missouri governor Thomas T. Crittenden, is apparent throughout the book. (Crittenden had made the capture of Jesse and Frank James his focus; in his inaugural address, he declared that no political motives could be allowed to keep the brothers from justice. Using private funds, he established a $10,000 bounty for each of them, and he apparently conspired with Robert Ford in Jesse’s assassination.)

The most fascinating aspect of Triplett’s book is the controversy that arose between the author and Jesse’s closest relatives: his mother, Zerelda Samuel, and his wife, Zerelda James. The St. Louis publisher, J. H. Chambers, included in this edition a copy of a letter signed by Mrs. James and Mrs. Samuels authorizing the book’s publication; a copy of a letter from Mrs. James acknowledging her approval of Triplett’s participation; a copy of a letter from Mrs. James indicating that she expected to receive a royalty from sales of the book; and a copy of a letter from Mrs. James and Mrs. Samuels acknowledging “receipt for royalty advanced.”

However, prior to publication, Mrs. James and Mrs. Samuels caused to be printed in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch on May 1, 1882, their statements denying emphatically that they were party to such authorization and assistance. In 1884 they sued Chambers for royalties, claiming they were due $2,150 on a sale of 20,000 copies. However, the jury found that only 4,500 copies had been sold and awarded the women damages of $942.

Meanwhile, given his animosity toward the James brothers, it is not surprising that when Governor Crittenden became aware of the book’s publication, he had his agents destroy every copy they could lay their hands on. Ironically, in this effort he was joined by Frank James, who did not want the book made public because it accused him of moral misconduct.

Today, of the 4,500 copies reportedly published in 1882, only nine copies of the first edition remain. The publishers of the Frontier Classics Library were able to acquire one of these copies, from which an exact facsimile has been produced.

LES ADAMS
Chairman, Editorial Board, Frontier Classics Library
Birmingham, Alabama, July 4, 2010
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PUBLISHERS’ PREFACE

WHEN we concluded to issue a “Life” of the most remarkable outlaw that the world has ever seen, it was our intention to produce the best work of the kind extant—all of the matter. We intended to be not only fresh, but well written, and in lieu of the “blood and thunder” stories, usually found in works of this class, we determined to give only the facts. The illustrations were made expressly for this work, and are fresh, apposite, and in the highest style of the engraver’s art, many of them taken from photographs from life accessible only to ourselves.

In order to arrive at inside facts we made arrangements to secure them from the wife and mother of Jesse James, who, of course, know more of his life than every other person on earth. These we perfected and obtained a letter authorizing us to publish a Life at their dictation, and this authorization was closed by a full contract, by which Mrs. James and Mrs. Samuel were to receive a royalty on each and every copy sold, in return for their having furnished facts for this Life and for giving it their aid and sanction.

Unprincipled parties, seeing in our book the annihilation of the sales of their so-called Lives of Jesse James, have not scrupled to endeavor to delude the public mind in regard to our authority to issue this work; hence, we have given, on this and page sixteen, letters, receipts, etc., with few simile signatures of Mrs. James and Mrs. Samuel, the Wife and mother of Jesse James, who have furnished the facts and accounts to us, thus enabling us to present wonderful incidents, strange episodes, and startling facts never before disclosed, and which were absolutely unattainable from any other sources. “Truth is stranger than fiction,” and vastly more interesting; hence, the intelligent reader cannot but prefer this true history to the distorted myths and fables of the various meretricious, re-hashed publications purporting to be lives of the outlaw. The public may rest assured that in this work they are receiving the facts as dictated by Mrs. James and Mrs. Samuel, and the electrotype proofs have been submitted to Mrs. James and by her approved.

J. H. CHAMBERS & CO.


AUTHORITY TO PUBLISH

NEAR KEARNEY, MO., April 7.—We, the undersigned, Mrs. Zerelda Samuel, mother of Jesse W. James, and Mrs. Jesse James, his wife, hereby certify that the work entitled “The Life. Times and Treacherous Death of Jesse James,” to be published by J.H. Chambers & Co. of St. Louis, is the only correct and authorized edition of his life.

We have furnished the facts from Jesse James’ private memoranda and from our own knowledge of the occurrences, and we know them to be authentic.

Said work is compiled by Frank Triplett, at our dictation.

[image: image]

KANSAS CITY, April 15, 1882.—J.H. CHAMBERS & CO., St. Louis, Mo.: I have seen Mr. Frank Triplett, and have explained to him that the statement (in the Kansas City Journal of late date) that I would furnish no facts in regard to the life of my husband, Jesse James, was meant to indicate that I would not furnish them to the press for publication.

It was not meant to apply to my book, dictated to Mr. Triplett, and to be published by you.

In it I give all facts! Any further statement to the contrary, whether oral or written, should be regarded as the falsehoods of interested parties, who, by such a course, desire to make capital for the sale of their own so-called “Lives of Jesse James.” I never authorized a single item for any other work than for the one to be published by you, nor do I intend to.

Respectfully,

[image: image]

KANSAS CITY, April 21, 1882.—J.H. CHAMBERS & CO.: I received your letter to-day, and contents noted. I do certainly want a written contract for royalty, and it must be done before the books are put on sale. * * * All articles that may appear in newspapers, so-called interviews with me, are false, for I have not had an interview with any newspaper reporter, and furthermore I do not intend to have any. Hoping to hear from you soon, I am yours truly.

[image: image]

The receipt for royalty advanced reads thus:

KEARNEY, MO., April 15.—Received of J.H. Chambers & Co. $50 (fifty dollars), being an advance on our royalty on “The Life and Times of Jesse James,” which they are preparing for publication at our dictation.
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INTRODUCTION

DURING the long and vindictive war between the States, there developed, on the side of the South, small bands of light cavalry, or, as they were almost universally called, guerillas, or bushwhackers, such as the vicissitudes of warfare had never before produced. Fiercer than the Bedouin Arabs, confident as the Mamelukes, they united the infinite physical endurance of the Western Indian and the indomitable soul and mental qualities of the Anglo-Norman. Mounted on the finest steeds that money, or enterprise, could obtain, they swooped down upon their enemies with the eager velocity of the eagle, reckless of numbers, despising danger and death. Encumbered with no useless sabres or rifles, but belted round with revolvers, they struck the foe full in the front, and “fought it out” at close quarters. Riding like demons, a revolver in each hand, the bridle reins between their teeth, their onset was like the broadside of a seventy-four: the two first revolvers emptied were thrust back into the belt, and two more were drawn, and so on until the foe had fled, or the charges were all exhausted. Once I asked Bill Anderson this question: “But suppose you strike an enemy who will stand even until all of your revolvers are emptied, what then?” Said he, in his rather feminine voice: “It would be about time to think of running ourselves; but, by G—! they don’t stand;” and he rode off humming “When This Cruel War is Over.”

That such cavalry as this is the most effective ever known, we have but to recall the battle at Centralia, Missouri, miscalled a massacre. Here Anderson, aided by the Jameses, Youngers, Todds, and other noted guerillas, overthrew a greatly superior force, commanded by an undoubtedly brave man, killing a larger number of men than they had in their own ranks; their numbers being two hundred and sixty-two, the enemy’s dead hundred and eighty-two. In this fight, each party marching under the sombre emblem of “no quarter,” the guerrillas had three men killed, one mortally and two slightly wounded. Five of these men, whom war and circumstance had turned to human tigers, thirsting for blood, pursued sixty of their defeated enemies for six miles, leaving along their pathway fifty-two of this number, that, stricken by the angel of death, would never rise again until the sounding of the final trump. Amongst these five pursuers were Jesse and Frank James.

This is but an instance of the guerrilla mode of fighting: first they sighted the enemy, and then, regardless of numbers or position, rushed upon him, terrible as the storm—resistless as the angel of death. From this school of rough riders graduated these men, who, denied a share in the general amnesty, hunted like Wolves, a price upon their heads, and forced from the laws’ protection, turned upon the society that had made them outlaws, and bitterly avenged themselves. The pupils of this school had not learned the meek lesson of returning good for evil, but were masters of the art of retaliation. Their ethics were not to turn the cheek for the second blow, but, in their wrath, to rend the smiter.

Growing to manhood, in martial camps, where he was best man who was best fighter; where the chief preeminence was the brain to plot revenge, and the quick eye and steady hand to carry it out, can we blame them that they would not deliver themselves into the hands of cruel and relentless enemies for a trial they knew would be but a mockery of justice? The men who had robbed their families, burned their homes, and hung their relatives, they well knew would mix but little equity with stern justice (or, rather, cruelty!) in dealing with them. Some of them tried it; notably Jim Jackson. His fate was murder, after surrender, by a band of Home Guards.

With these examples before their eyes, the Jameses did not meekly deliver themselves “like lambs to the slaughter;” but since the law could not, or would not, protect them, why, they would defy it. Who can blame them? Would not you, reader, with the God-given instinct of self-preservation strong upon you, despise the truckling justice (or want of it, rather!) that oppressed the weak, and pandered to the strong? They had not found, as noble old Richelieu puts it—

“For justice
“All place a temple, and all season summer.”

For them there was no safety under the broad ægis of their country’s laws; for them, though peace had once again, like a gentle dove, brooded over the land, there was no peace; for them there waited only the hangman’s halter and the felon’s grave; or if, by any miracle, cleared from the perjured witness and the prejudiced judge, they might hourly expect the assassin’s bullet from any hidden covert.

Under such circumstances, who of us all, with the manhood to defend himself, would hesitate a moment which course to pursue; resistance or submission? And what did resistance mean but a defiance of the authorities who constitute law but alas ! not always justice.
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CHAPTER I

Outbreak of the War

Kearney—Dr. Reuben Samuel—Home of the James Brothers— Its Location—Their Childhood—Character—Their Father—His Ministry—Education—Culture—His Death in California—Their Mother—Her Marriage to Dr. Samuel—Civil War—The Home Guard—His Mode of Warfare—Who was His Enemy—His Style of Argument—Recreation—Industry—His Treatment of Women and Children—Hanging of Dr. Samuel—His Wife’s Devotion—Torture of Jesse James—Frank Forced from Home— Parting Threats.

SOME thirty miles out of Kansas City, on the Hannibal and St. Joseph Railroad, lies the quiet little hamlet of Kearney. Inhabited by a half rural population, it is the last spot upon which prescience would cast as the termination to some great tragedy, and no one who should pass it upon the railroad would be apt to predict of it, as Rousseau is said to have done of the almost equally unpretentious Island of Corsica: “I cannot but think that this place is destined to make a mighty stir in the World.”

Three miles from Kearney, lying in a northeasterly direction and reached by a somewhat rough country road winding over hill and dale, now bending abruptly to the right or left, now following the gentle meanderings of some rippling stream, lies a sheltered and secluded farmhouse. A well-kept yard, surrounded by a neat plank fence, encloses the house, and everywhere there is a sense of neatness and unpretentious comfort. In front of the house is a stile, over which the footman can walk, or at which the horseman can dismount, and its companion, a long horse-rack, to which a dozen horses can be tied, showing that hospitality is the rule, and not the exception here. Trees and flowers adorn the yard, and the scent of roses and the song of birds mingle in its atmosphere. This is the home of Dr. Reuben Samuel, the stepfather of the noted James boys, Jesse and Frank. Small in stature, kindly of face, no man has seen greater trouble, nor has a more affectionate, gentle disposition. But our story is of other members of this household. An old family Bible, whose somewhat worn and time-stained pages show that it is not only for ornament that it is kept, tells us that Robert James and Zerelda Cole were married December 28th, 1841, and that of this union there sprung Alexander F. James (Frank), who was born January 10th, 1843 (an erasure and substitution make it read 1844!); Jesse Woodson James, born September 5th, 1847; Susan Lavinia James, born November 25th, 1849; and Robert James, who lived but live days. Robert James, at the time of his marriage, was a Baptist preacher, licensed in May 1839. After settling in Clay county he visited California, and died there August 18th, 1850. Mrs. James, after remaining a widow for five years, married Dr. Reuben Samuel on the 25th September, 1855. From this marriage there resulted Sarah L. Samuel, born 26th December, 1858; John T. Samuel (now lying dangerously wounded at home!), born May 25th, 1861; Fannie Quantrell Samuel, born October 18th, 1863, and Archie Peyton Samuel, born July 26th, 1866, and murdered by Pinkerton’s men with a bombshell on the night of January 26th, 1875. Besides the death of Robert and Archie, the Bible also records that of Jesse W. James, April 3rd, 1882. The lives of the various members of the family flowed on in an even, quiet manner until the breaking out of the great Civil War. Had this not occurred, who knows but that the subject of this sketch, following in the footsteps of his noble and talented father, might have made his mark in the pulpit? Genial, affectionate, and lively, there was nothing in his childhood or early youth to foreshadow his adventurous career that was destined to become more thrilling than any romance, or that would point to an ending certainly as tragical as could well have been devised. Dr. Fitzgerald, a well known citizen of Clay county, a deeply read scholar and a refined gentleman, denies that Jesse’s father was an ignorant, itinerant preacher, as the authors of some of his so-called lives have declared, but gives him the character not only of a sincere Christian, but also of a cultivated scholar. Who can say but that Jesse, too, under happier auspices and more smiling stars, might not have achieved a name that would have resounded in the annals of his country? Butler says:

“Fate steers-We do but row;”

and that grand master mind of all expresses the same idea in different words:

“There’s a divinity doth shape our ends, Rough-hew them how we may.”

But it is useless to speculate on what might have been. The fierce caldron of civil war had begun to boil, throwing, as do all violent convulsions, the scum and dregs of society to the surface of affairs. Especially was this the case in the Border States, when that class usually denominated by the negro “poor white trash,” saw in this ebullition a chance to avenge the many fancied insults of their wealthier neighbors. The formation of Home Guards and Enrolled Militia enabled them to do this in a certain manner, and one not very dangerous: as these bands, unlike the true soldiers in the Federal armies, made the bulk of their war upon their neighbors’ hogpens and corncribs, with an occasional deviation against a helpless male noncombatant or women and children. Unlike the gallant soldiers who, beneath the stars and stripes, waged honorable warfare for principles they deemed essential to the preservation of a union loved of their forefathers and fought for by themselves, seeing in sectional disturbance only the chance for rapine and plunder, not the sad spectacle of a nation almost in its death agony, they were brutal and intolerant to the last degree. He who differed with them was “a d—d rebel”: he who dared to assert his right to think for himself must be silenced. Murder was their usual mode of argument; arson their recreation and robbery their industry.

Their mode of warfare was unique. Ascertaining that all the combatants of some defenceless home were away, they would charge down upon the house, surround it, and begin a search for arms and the munitions of war. Woe unto the decrepid male, or, in his absence, the women and children, if some old, worn-out gun or pistol could be found. True it might be dangerous only to the one who would be venturesome enough to fire it off, and might have been preserved only as an heirloom, or merely from oversight. It makes no difference to them; here is the justification for pillage, arson, or even worse.

To these gentry he who had wealth or culture was a rebel or disloyal; he who had accumulated property had committed the unpardonable sin; hence an early persecution of Dr. Samuel and his family began, which forced Frank, the elder of the boys, first into the “brush” for safety, next into the guerrilla band for revenge. In 1861 Jesse, slight in figure, young in years, and almost girlish in face, remained at home attending to his duties on the farm, peaceable and desiring peace. He hoped that those who had forced Frank into the war might overlook one who was a mere child, but subsequent events showed that he had greatly overrated their magnanimity. One day, soon after the Plattsburg raid, the house of Dr. Samuel was surrounded by seventy-five “home guards, under command of Lieutenants Culver and Younger. They burst into the house, seized Dr. Samuel, and after trying to extort money and information from him, took him to the woods, hung him twice, letting him down after each time; but this heroic treatment failing to accomplish the desired purpose, they hung him once more, this time allowing him to remain suspended. At the time the doctor was being thus treated, one of these brave soldiers (?) was employed in brutally insulting his wife. Catching her by her sleeve, he tore it from her dress; then taking her by the shoulder he threw her across the room tearing her dress almost off, and causing her to strike viollently against the wall, and all of this when she was soon to become a mother. Still others of these home guards had gone to the field after Jesse. Taking him from the plow, they drove him before them, he on foot, they on horses, lashing him with his plow lines and beating him with their bayonets. His mother begged on bended knees to snare her boy; but not until they had exhausted their strength, as well as their malice, did they cease. Then they left, threatening still worse treatment on their next visit. Mrs. Samuel hastened to the wood, cut down her husband, and by tender and unremitting nursing fanned the feeble, lingering spirit of vitality back to life again.
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