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Introduction

Illinois was, in many ways, born in blood. From the Indian massacres that occurred before it was officially a state to the feuds and vendettas of the late 1800s, Illinois has a long history of violence and death. But almost every part of the country, in its early days of scant population, has been the scene of open crime. Outlaws, fleeing in desperation from the restraints of civilization, where the law was strictly enforced, found the wilderness a region where they could carry on their lawless ways. The settlements in those days were small and widely scattered, with broad spaces of unknown forest and prairie lying in between. The beleaguered upholders of the law, if they existed at all, were unable to be everywhere at once. It was easy in those days for criminals to operate in secrecy, while the very life of the frontier bred a class of rough and desperate men, capable of committing almost any crime.

There is likely no part of Illinois that does not have a local tradition of outlawry during its period of early settlement. These tales, which are often weird and gruesome, extend over many years, until the time came when popular sentiment became too strong against harboring criminals. Some locations even today are pointed out as murder sites and places where gangs of outlaws once hid. Often these tales are so filled with lore that it is hard to tell where truth ends and fiction begins. Regardless, they paint a vivid portrait of how Illinois came to be and why it gained such a reputation as a lawless place.


CHAPTER 1


A Brief History of
 Crime in Illinois
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Legends of death plague the rivers of Illinois—tales of bloodshed, piracy, and murder. Violence was commonplace along the rivers, where acts of piracy were frequent and often accompanied by killings. Groups of travelers were sometimes attacked in force, and the solitary man was often fortunate to escape with his life.

Many bands of pirates operated from the Wabash to the Fever River, but some of the most notorious prowled the Mississippi River from north of St. Louis to the southern tip of Illinois. During the early half of the 1800s, the confluence of the Illinois and Missouri Rivers was haunted by bands of desperadoes who found safe hiding places on the seldom-visited islands or in the well-hidden points along the shore. They often attacked travelers on both land and water and always paid special attention to the ore boats that came down-river from Galena. Their captains claimed that it was like running a gauntlet to safely make it to St. Louis. On many occasions in the early days, these pirates operated alongside the local Indians, who assisted them in their raids and gave them safe haven in their villages. Many of these outlaws also dabbled in counterfeiting, a common crime of the day, and often added murder to their lesser crimes.

Perhaps the most dangerous place along the Mississippi was the area near present-day Grand Tower, where a menacing collection of outcroppings marked a place of death for river travelers. The Native Americans were convinced that evil spirits lurked here, waiting to claim the lives of unwitting victims. The whites who settled the area later acknowledged these beliefs by giving the towering rocks a suitable name. One landmark, a rocky ridge about half a mile long, is called the Devil’s Backbone. At the north edge of the Backbone is a steep gap and then the Devil’s Bake Oven, a larger rock that stands on the edge of the river and rises to a height of nearly 100 feet.

The river ran red with blood there even before the river pirates began preying on passing travelers. In 1786, a band of immigrants was ascending the Mississippi River from the Ohio when they were attacked by Indians at the south edge of the Devil’s Backbone. The settlers were scalped, mutilated, and killed—all except one. The only survivor was a young man named John Casper Moredock, who was able to hide in the rocks until the killers had departed. He buried his family and then made his way upstream to Kaskaskia, where he related his horrifying story and assembled a group of men who agreed to help him wreak vengeance on the Indians who took his family’s life.

Moredock’s party traveled south to the ambush site but was unsuccessful in finding the guilty parties. However, Moredock was unwilling to give up, and two years after the massacre, he attacked and killed a group of Indians near the massacre site. Whether these particular Indians were involved in the bloody ambush is unknown, but by this time, Moredock didn’t care. As far as he was concerned, all Indians were guilty, and he began a relentless campaign to kill as many as he could. He stalked and killed dozens of Indians, many of them unarmed, and later, as the head of a volunteer militia, he reportedly shot and killed Native Americans who had surrendered to his troops. Word spread of his obsession, and he became known as the “Indian Slayer.”

In the years that followed the Moredock Massacre, river navigation came to the Mississippi, and keelboats and flatboats passed the area in great numbers. According to early records, the rapids along the Backbone caused many problems for pilots when the river was in its low stages. Crews often had to disembark and walk along the shore, using ropes to pull their boats through the rapids. When going downstream, it was often necessary to reverse the process and use the long ropes to ease the boats carefully along.

During the steamboat days, the Backbone served as a landmark for river pilots, and it afforded an excellent lookout point from which boats could be seen coming for miles away. The two outcroppings of rocks also made excellent hiding places for river pirates to wait for their victims to come along. In fact, the raids by pirates became so bad that in 1803, a detachment of U.S. cavalrymen was dispatched to drive the outlaws from the area. They set up camp at the Devil’s Bake Oven from May to September of that year. While the soldiers waited, the river pirates simply moved their camp to a rock overhang on the Big Muddy River; the place is still known today as Sinner’s Harbor. Once the military left, the pirates returned to attacking boats on the Mississippi. Later on, as settlers and a semblance of civilization arrived, the pirates moved on, and the rapids beneath the Devil’s Backbone became a much safer place.

The greatest danger to travelers and settlers during the early days of the state was the threat of robbery and murder. Bandits and highwaymen prowled the roadways, especially in the sparsely populated areas. These regions were often the scene of open crime. The persistent myth of the “good old days” in which our ancestors lived finds little support in the annals of Illinois crime during the early and middle 1800s.

No county was safe from organized outlawry in the state’s early years. In 1819, a western traveler wrote: “Illinois is the hiding place for villains from every part of the United States and, indeed, from every quarter of the globe. A majority of the settlers have been discharged from penitentiaries and jails or have been the victims of misfortune or imprudence. Many of those will reform, but many, very many, are made fit for robbery and murder.”

This may have been a bit of an overstatement, but it is clear that crimes of violence were alarmingly prevalent. The chief crime among them was robbery, and Illinois during the 1840s and 1850s was infested by organized bands of cutthroats who brought terror to travelers and law-abiding citizens all over the region. The two things most commonly sought were horses and money. Murder often occurred, although it was unlikely in connection to horse theft. Horses were easily passed on to confederates in some section remote from the crime for disposal to innocent buyers. The victim only knew that he had been robbed and had a slim chance of tracing his property, or of proving ownership if he did.

The stealing of money involved either robbery from individuals or theft from homes. In the latter cases, the method of operation was simple. There was a widespread mistrust of banks in those days, and people with extra funds usually hid them somewhere in their homes. This circumstance was likely to be known, or at least suspected, by neighbors, who also knew the plans of the potential victim’s house and the members of the family. Any neighbor with criminal inclinations—and they were not hard to find—could pass this information on to a professional bandit, and equipped with it, the villain could commit the robbery and depart the area after paying off the neighbor for his or her part in the crime. If all went well, the crime would be one of simple burglary, but if some member of the household chanced to interrupt it, a murder was likely to follow.

Crime affected everyone in the region at that time, but strangers and travelers were especially in danger. A man might be robbed and killed in the settlement where he lived, but this could hardly be done without its becoming known to his friends and neighbors, who were likely to alert the authorities and bring about whatever justice was available at the time. A traveler from some distant place, however, was almost completely cut off from all who knew him. If his appearance or conversation were such to make people think he had a lot of money, he made a promising potential victim to the criminals who inhabited the taverns and highways. Such a person was liable to vanish without any explanation, and no one would be the wiser.

The records of the time make it painfully clear that a traveler had to be worried about his safety. One gang of outlaws whose headquarters was southwest of Chicago finally fled the country but left a number of chilling items behind. Among the effects found abandoned in the house were a suspiciously large number of trunks, cases, and empty containers that had once belonged to travelers, peddlers, and businessmen. This discovery was generally believed to account for the fate of salesmen and other travelers who, at various times, had been known to come into the community and mysteriously vanish from sight.

Samuel J. Low, who was twice elected the sheriff of Cook County in the 1840s, wrote: “Organized bands of counterfeiters, horse thieves and desperate men, versed in crime of every character abounded. For every head of the serpent crushed, another was raised. Every grove to the Wabash might have been said to contain caches of stolen goods and horses, and the cellar of many tavern the bones of murdered men.”

Many outlaws, scattered about the countryside, connected themselves to the desperate gangs that operated in every corner of the state. The rough hills of southern Illinois contained many rendezvous for such robber bands, including a place called the River House in Grafton, located near the Illinois and Mississippi Rivers. It was at the River House that the killers and thieves were often harbored from the law. It was just one of twenty-six saloons that operated in Grafton in those days, and the atmosphere was so violent that it was known by the gruesome nickname of the Bloody Bucket. It was not unusual for bodies of hapless gamblers and innocent victims to be found in the woods around this bloodsoaked establishment.

The reputation for murder at the River House was widely known. One triple murder took place over the payment for stolen horses. Three men from Grafton were delivering the horses to some outlaws and decided to argue over the amount of money they were being offered for them. The outlaws made no comment. They simply shot the three men and dumped their bodies into the Illinois River.

Over the years, dozens of other such incidents occurred, including two men that were hanged from the rafters in the upstairs sleeping quarters. It was said that when the River House was torn down in 1910, bloodstains were found throughout the place, on the stairs, the walls, and splashed on the backdoor. When the wrecking crew came, they even found a noose still swinging from the rafters on the upper floor.

During the 1840s and 1850s, outlaw gangs were so rampant in Illinois that they formed regular routes of travel along the entire length of the state. For many years, the legal authorities were utterly powerless to convict them, owing to the wide influence the outlaws exercised in the towns and communities where they made their homes and freely spent their ill-gotten gains. Pitched battles between the bandits and officers of the law frequently took place. The outlaws murdered witnesses to keep them from testifying and even burned courthouses to destroy evidence. Many counties spent months in a state of terror. These events continued unchecked until honest settlers started to form bands of Regulators, vigilante societies that hanged or drove out the worst offenders.

Regulators and other vigilante groups began to appear in every corner of the state as early as 1816, for the purpose of ridding the country of undesirable characters. Though civilians taking the law into their own hands has never been endorsed, these men were largely justified by the circumstances. The entire region had been nearly overrun by counterfeiters, horse thieves, highway robbers, and killers, and no traveler was safe and no settler felt sure that his livestock would still be in their pens after a dark night. In some cases, robbers invaded small towns in search of plunder; they held up isolated merchants at gunpoint. In many counties, the outlaws were so numerous and well organized that they openly defied the law. Sheriffs, justices of the peace, judges, and constables numbered among the lawbreakers, and numerous friends in high places shielded them from punishment. When arrested, they escaped easily from poorly constructed jails, bribed the jury, or used lying witnesses to prove themselves innocent. Conviction, by any usual procedure, was practically impossible.

It was under these intolerable conditions that the people finally took the law into their own hands. The governor and most of the judges in the region, realizing the necessity of such an action, largely ignored the situation, and for a time, lynch law ruled the entire state and purged it of a great deal of the crime. These groups of Regulators, as Governor Thomas Ford described them, were in numbers about equal to companies of soldiers, and their officers were elected as in the militia. Their operations were conducted almost entirely at night, and when they assembled for duty, they marched, armed and equipped as if for war. They went to the residence or hideout of a criminal and arrested, tried, and punished him on the spot. The usual punishments were whippings and banishment from the region, although in many instances offenders were promptly hanged from the nearest tree.

In most districts, this method worked well, but for many years, a large gang of outlaws held almost absolute control over Pope, Massac,! and other counties along the Ohio River and resisted every effort to dislodge them. They even built a fort of considerable strength in Pope County and openly defied the law. It was not until 1831 that measures were taken that led to their destruction. Honest settlers from all over the area banded together with weapons and attacked the outlaws’ fort, even using a borrowed piece of artillery. The place was taken by sheer force, leaving three of the outlaws and one of the Regulators dead. The remaining bandits were taken prisoner and tried for their crimes.

Northern Illinois was not free from outlaw gangs and violence. Well-organized bands operated for many years north of the Illinois River, engaging in murder, horse stealing, robbery, and counterfeiting. While few areas were completely free of criminals, the largest groups of them congregated in Ogle, Winnebago, Lee, and DeKalb Counties. In Ogle County, they became so numerous and so powerful that any conviction for crime was rendered impossible.

In the spring of 1841, seven well-known outlaws were confined in the Ogle County Jail. The judge and lawyers involved in their cases had assembled in the town of Oregon to hold proceedings in the new courthouse that had just been completed there. A gang of outlaw sympathizers set fire to the new building during the night, hoping, in all the excitement that followed, to rescue the prisoners. The jailbreak failed, but the new courthouse was completely destroyed. The public was outraged, and taking advantage of this, the court convened, and three of the prisoners were tried, convicted, and sentenced to the penitentiary. During the trial, one of the outlaws’ confederates managed to get on the jury and refused to agree on a verdict until the other jury members threatened to hang him in the jury room. The four other prisoners obtained changes of venue and were never brought to trial. They managed to break out of jail and escape.

The entire affair so aroused the law-abiding citizens of the area that they resolved to take the law into their own hands. They were determined that insecure jails, changes of venue, hung juries, and perjurious evidence should no longer protect criminals from justice. All over Ogle and Winnebago Counties, vigilance committees were created, and these companies of Regulators set to work hunting down criminals, punishing them, and forcing them out of the region.

One of the worst areas in the state was Massac County, which for years was not only overrun by violent lawlessness, but actually controlled by criminals. The courts and nearly all the county and township officials were at one time actual participants in criminal behavior. In 1846, these conditions were at their height. During the summer of that year, a gang of desperadoes from Massac County went on a raid into Pope County, breaking into the home of an elderly man and robbing him of more than $2,500 worth of gold. While committing this crime, one of the bandits left behind a knife that identified him as one of the culprits. After he was arrested and tortured by angry neighbors, the bandit confessed his crime and gave them a list of his confederates. These men were also captured and tortured, and they provided other names of criminals who were scattered through various counties. A band of Regulators was organized to drive these men out, but before it could act, the election for county officers occurred in August 1846.

Every criminal influence in Massac County united for this election, and as a result, men were elected who were popularly believed to be favorable to the lawless element. Whether true or not, the two defeated candidates for sheriff and county clerk took advantage of this general feeling of mistrust to rally behind them all of the Regulator bands in Pope and Massac Counties. Assisted by numerous recruits from Kentucky, these men proceeded to punish and drive out all the suspected criminals in the area. They also tortured many of their captives to obtain the names of other possible outlaws. The usual mode of torture was to drag them down to the Ohio River and hold them underwater until they confessed. A few of these victims swore out warrants against the Regulators, but when the sheriff attempted to make arrests, he and the county clerk were both ordered to leave the area—or suffer the same fate.

By September 1846, the entire county was in the hands of the Regulators. Having been founded as a means to achieve law and order, the organization had become, under questionable leadership, a lawless terror itself, threatening everyone, whether criminal or honest man, who dared to protest against them. A reign of terror followed. In addition to the sheriff and the county clerk, several of the representatives in the legislature were driven out by force. Violence connected to the Regulators became a daily occurrence, and few dared stand against them. When the circuit court was held in Massac County, several Regulators were indicted, and some were arrested and put into jail. The Regulators, assisted by men from Kentucky, rose in open revolt against the law, and the sheriff was unable to raise enough honest men to stand against them. The Regulators took advantage of this situation and, in their full strength, marched into the county seat of Metropolis. The sheriff and his meager opposition were forced to surrender, the jail was opened, and the imprisoned Regulators were set free. Most of the sheriff’s opposing force was murdered, which finally sparked a few men to organize against the Regulators. Soon the region was divided into two warring factions, known as Regulators and Flatheads. They ignored the law, and violence was commonplace. Soon no one’s life or property was safe in Massac or Pope County, and the government had no way of enforcing the law.

The worst incident occurred later that year, when the Regulators attacked a man named Mathis, planning to compel him to testify against his neighbors, who were accused criminals. About twenty men came to his house one night, but Mathis and his wife resisted. Both were beaten and the wife was shot and left for dead. Mathis was carried away and probably murdered, because he was never heard from again. Warrants were sworn out against the Regulators, and ten of them were arrested. They were taken to Metropolis and placed under heavy guard by law officers and a company of Flatheads. Almost immediately, a large force of Regulators gathered and marched on Metropolis. They attacked the Metropolis House, where the prisoners were being held, and one man was fatally stabbed. The Flatheads were overpowered, and a number of them, including the sheriff, were turned over as prisoners to the Kentuckians who had assisted in the attack. The men were taken away and never heard from again.

The state of terror in this region continued undisturbed until it eventually died out naturally. The legislature made some halfhearted attempts to quell the problem, including sending in a few companies of militia, but nothing was done that accomplished any worthwhile results. No one was ever legally punished for any of the outrages committed, but the disturbances slowly died away, and law gradually returned to the area.


CHAPTER 2

The Outlaws of Cave-in-Rock
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In the rough and unsettled lands of the western territories, outlaws and pirates soon emerged to prey on the travelers who journeyed down the Ohio River. Many of them established hideouts and settlements along the riverbanks. Perhaps the most famous of these locations was a place called Cave-in-Rock, in the southeastern corner of Illinois. The cave became a stronghold for pirates who plundered flatboats on the river and murdered and robbed travelers. It was also here, around 1800, that thieves began operating a tavern and gambling parlor in the cave, using whiskey, cards, and prostitutes to lure travelers in off the river. Many of these customers wound up beaten and robbed, and sometimes murdered, after tying up at the crude wharf. Dozens, perhaps hundreds, of westward travelers vanished without a trace from the river near this cave—and were never heard from again.

During the early 1800s, many pioneers used the Ohio River to begin their travels to the West. It was a simple way to move wagons, people, and goods and eat up huge chunks of the westward trail. Travel by river was anything but serene, however. Besides the danger of the pirates, thieves, and Indians, the river was filled with hazards like floating logs and “sweepers,” fallen trees with branches that extended out into the water. These often were embedded in the mud and lay just below the surface of the water, making them invisible to the boat pilots. If the flatboats hit these obstacles, it could take hours to repair the damage. Other dangers included floods, unexpected currents, eddies in the river, and even storms that could easily sink a boat.
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