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  INTRODUCTION




  The first “Old West” stagecoach attacked and robbed was traveling to Marysville, California, in 1856, seven years after gold was disovered at Sutter’s Mill. Six decades later, in December 1916, the last stagecoach robbery was accomplished at Jarbidge, Nevada. During those sixty years stagecoaches were attacked in sixteen of the seventeen western states, with North Dakota the only state spared the experience. Many of the hundreds of western stagecoach robberies were failed attempts and many more were “water hauls,” where nothing or plunder of very little value was aboard. Only when the loot was substantial, or someone was badly wounded or killed, was there a sufficient reward offered for the capture of the road agents. Without a reward there was little motivation to pursue road agents because it was government policy to withhold reimbursement for expenses unless the pursuit resulted in an arrest and conviction. From the small number of “successful” stagecoach robberies only a very few rise to a level of greatness.




  The circumstances that would foster the emergence of the road agent began to develop in 1849 as soon as gold was discovered at Sutter’s Mill, and the rush was on. Men from around the world flooded onto the Pacific coast in search of riches. Mining, it turned out, was a lonely business and homesick miners could hardly wait for some word from home to distract them from their daily routine.




  Alexander Todd joined in the search for gold about November 1, 1849, but soon learned that few men struck it rich for all the work and time they put in. By December Todd saw what the camps needed. He appeared in Jacksonville, not far from the gold diggings, and offered to bring in the mails, which were then piled high at the post office in San Francisco awaiting delivery. Todd left with a packet of signed letters of authorization and soon returned with sacks of mail. The miners were pleased with this young entrepreneur and felt they could trust him, so they asked him to carry their gold dust to San Francisco and deposit it in one of the new banks established there for that purpose. He agreed to do the job and took his first load of dust, estimated at about $200,000 or just less than 15,000 ounces, down the San Joaquin River and across San Francisco Bay in a rowboat. In San Francisco Todd used his share to outfit a pack train and returned to the camps with the miner’s receipts and mail.




  A pack train was the only alternative to the dangerous water route, as there were no roads, and in some places the trails were almost too rough and rugged for mules or men. While this seemed the perfect scenario for a road agent to operate, there were no robberies in those early days and Todd later explained:




  An express man on the road was almost exempt from interference because everybody was interested, and if an express man had been attacked, and his assailant discovered, punishment would have been very speedy . . . An express man though carrying large sums of money, bore almost a charmed life in those days.




  Before 1849 express companies were active throughout the East and Midwest, but there was only one small operation on the Pacific Coast. The Adams Express Company soon established itself as the major provider of express shipping in California. By 1854 Adams had grown to dominate the entire Pacific coast, while the men behind Wells, Fargo & Company carefully watched the developing situation.




  Finally in 1852, Wells, Fargo opened its Pacific-coast business and posted its first public notice in the New York Times on May 20:




  WELLS, FARGO & CO. CALIFORNIA EXPRESS




  Capital $300,000




  A joint stock company. Office 16 Wall Street




  This company having completed its organization as above is now ready to undertake the general forwarding agency and commission business; the purchase and sale of gold dust, bullion and specie, also packages, parcels and freight of all description in and between the City of New York and the City of San Francisco, and the principal cities and towns in California.




  A similar notice appeared in San Francisco’s Alta California in early June 1852, before the company had opened its first office and even before its representatives arrived on the Pacific Coast. Once established, the company grew quickly by adopting a policy of acquiring its smaller competitors, which had appeared during the previous three years. As early as November 1852, Wells, Fargo & Company bought Gregory and Company’s Express; in September 1853 it acquired Reynolds, Todd and Company Express; in July 1854 it added Hunter and Company’s Express. That left Wells, Fargo & Company with only one important competitor in the West—the Adams Express Company.




  The Adams Express Company concentrated on its waning express business in association with Page, Bacon and Company, a banking firm that was located in the same building in San Francisco. The parent bank of Page, Bacon was located in St. Louis and had invested heavily in the Ohio and Mississippi Railroad. When that venture failed, the parent bank was forced to close its doors. The San Francisco branch had just sent $1 million in assets to the parent bank, and, when word of the St. Louis closure reached San Francisco on February 23, 1855, the local branch was unable to meet the demand and also had to close its doors. Adams and Company at San Francisco followed suit, never to reopen in California.




  In June 1849 the first stage line in California, the Maurison & Company Express and Mail Line from Stockton to the Stanislaus Mines, was established when it advertised in the Alta California. The “coaches” were spring or dead-axle wagons pulled by teams of two or four mules or horses, as there were no true coaches in California until the first coach arrived by ship on June 24, 1850. The next shipment of Concord stagecoaches arrived by ship in 1851 and the first Butterfield Overland coach would not arrive from St. Louis until October 7, 1858. In those early days there were few roads that could accommodate any form of stagecoach, but this changed slowly over the first five years. Finally roads were established, though they were often little more than a worn track of wagon wheels. Stagecoaches began to replace pack trains and freight wagons.




  When gold and silver were discovered in Nevada, Wells, Fargo, now the dominant express company in the West, added stage lines to its operations. It purchased the Pioneer Stage Line in 1864 and on November 1, 1866, added the entire Holladay Overland Mail & Express Company. In 1869 Wells, Fargo & Company sold its stage lines and thereafter contracted the handling of express in its “green treasure boxes” on whichever stage lines operated regionally.




  After the little green treasure box became the standard for carrying express, other companies included making up boxes as part of the process of “stocking the road.” The treasure boxes used by Wells, Fargo & Company were manufactured by J. Y. Ayer of San Francisco. Ayer used ponderosa pine for the body, which he reinforced with oak rims and iron strapping. A Wells, Fargo & Company box measured 20 inches long by 12 inches high by 10 inches deep and weighed nearly twenty-five pounds “lean.” At first these boxes were loaded in the office and deposited into the driver’s boot or inside the passenger compartment, but the common command of “throw down that box” led to its being bolted into the boot or body in later years.
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  The earliest stage line to cross the southwestern desert was James E. Birch’s line from San Antonio, Texas, to San Diego, California, in 1857. In 1858 John Butterfield’s Overland Mail Company took over most of that route and the mail contract and extended the line to San Francisco. But, with the opening of hostilities between the states, the line was moved north, and the Overland line, which had been surprisingly efficient, was rarely on schedule during that period.




  Besides the transcontinental stagecoach line, there were innumerable independent stage lines in operation in every region, but these often did not do well. In Arizona, for example, the firm of Caldwell and Levalley ran a line between Phoenix and Prescott in anticipation of winning the mail contract when it came up for bid but were disappointed when their competitor, Kerens & Mitchell, underbid them. They had to reduce their semiweekly to a weekly service and then on one trip refused to take a shipment of gold bullion saying their coach was disabled and would be repaired at Prescott. However, when they got to their station on the Agua Fria River they put Levalley’s family aboard and had a Mexican employee drive their stock along as they “skipped the country” toward New Mexico via the Little Colorado River. A constable went in pursuit with an attachment for their property but not a warrant for their arrest. He overtook them and, when they made good on the debts listed, he allowed them. to continue east.




  When the term “stagecoach” is uttered, one is reminded of a beautifully decorated Concord coach rocking along behind six powerful, perfectly matched horses. Passengers are envisioned reclining in the roomy interior while the roof and rear boot is laden with their luggage, goods, and express booked for the next destination. Concord coaches, which were built by the Abbott and Downing Company in Concord, Massachusetts, measured 8½ feet long and high and 5 feet wide, and weighed 2,500 pounds. The body was egg shaped and rested on thick leather through-braces running front to back, which let the body rock and earned it many nicknames including “Pitching Betsy.” The Concord coach in the 1840s cost $1,200 to $1,500, and the price rose only slowly over the next several decades. A Concord coach could carry twenty-one people, nine inside and twelve on top, including the driver and messenger.




  However it was not the shape or size of a vehicle that determined if it was a “stagecoach,” but its use. A stagecoach was any four-wheeled vehicle pulled by horses or mules that was used as a public conveyance but also carried the U.S. mails, and few stage lines could survive without a mail contract. A lucrative contract to carry express, such as a contract with Wells, Fargo & Company, made the stage line profitable. The fares from passengers made it a success. While a coach might not be carrying mail, express, and passengers on every run, it must have been able to do so in order to be a “stagecoach.”




  By 1856, the year of the first stagecoach robbery, there were hundreds of stagecoaches in operation on the West Coast. As the stagecoach business matured, many Concord-like wagons were built at western carriage works. However, on many routes all that was needed for a particular run was a celerity or “mud” wagon, a dead-axle or spring wagon such as a buckboard, or a surplus army ambulance. These conveyances, and sometimes the Concords, lumbered along behind teams of horses or mules often mismatched in size and appearance. Teams consisted of two, four, or six animals, depending on the vehicle, weather, and terrain. Often the stock was so poor that Prescott, Arizona’s Daily Miner newspaper referred to them as “skeletons covered with horsehide, which the company fondly hoped would make this trip before dying . . . ”




  Passengers were allowed twenty-five pounds of luggage, two blankets, one canteen, a duster coat, hat, and clothing. They were given a cramped space in which to sit, often sharing the interior with mail sacks or express packages and the express box or safe bolted to the floor of the interior. The rocking and rolling of the coach could cause passengers to become queasy, and they would be subjected to all sorts of insects, choking dust, and little sleep.




  There were worse times for some passengers, however, as a stagecoach might be delayed at some remote station for days due to swollen rivers, or a coach might be mired in mud, requiring the passengers to disembark and pull it and the horses out. Temperatures could be unbearably hot or, as stage-line entrepreneur James O. Grant noted while crossing the Arizona desert in 1870, “It was so cold that it almost froze the driver and passengers.” A coach might also careen out of control and roll over or drop off a steep edge, or some mishap might lead to the loss of the team and perhaps even the driver, as in the following instance:




  The wheelers fell and while the driver was extricating them, the leaders broke away and ran off. The driver was so frightened that he concluded to throw up his job and then and there struck out for newer pastures, and we understand he has not since been heard of. His only passengers, two ladies, were considerably frightened. The hostler went out from the station and brought the team in.




  “Stage” in stagecoach referred to the division of a route into segments or “stages” of travel—15 to 20 miles between stations under ideal circumstances—though over time the term “stage” was commonly applied to the coach. Swing stations were quite basic, with corrals, a shed to store feed, and living quarters for a hostler. At a swing station the teams were changed in less than fifteen minutes, depending upon whether the animals were in the corral or out to pasture, and passengers barely had time to make their toilet. Swing stations alternated with way stations, and at these larger facilities passengers could eat a meal, though the stop was often for less than a half hour. Sometimes when a stagecoach stopped for the night, a way station would allow passengers to sleep in the large front room, which also served as the dining room, bar, and sometimes a store.




  After a day’s travel on a through-coach, the driver and the coach might also be exchanged before continuing on. In the desert the distances between stations could be considerably longer, as these stations were at first situated only where water was available. If the distance was too great between stations, then a dry station would be established and water would be hauled to a tank built by the company. In the earliest time, before dry stations could be supplied, remudas of horses or mules were driven along with the coach for periodic changes of the team. Later, as these routes became better established, wells were dug at regular intervals and, once water was found, stations were built at those sites.




  One of the greatest hazards, or at least the most thrilling event, during travel on a stagecoach was being stopped and robbed by a road agent. Before a road agent appeared in a region, there would have to be something of great value to be stolen, something worth the hardships, the effort, and the risk. Treasure most often took the form of a precious metal, such as gold or silver, coming from the mines, but either of these in the form of coins along with greenbacks could be carried as a payroll going to the mines. Both the up and down coaches were in jeopardy of being robbed.




  The discovery of rich ore created the “boom” town from which the treasure would be shipped. Boom towns literally sprang up overnight wherever rich ore was discovered, and these temporary towns of tents and makeshift buildings often grew to thousands of souls within weeks. Some boomtowns eventually became permanent; others ghost towns. Boomtowns would have a stamp mill built to refine the ore. The results of that refining process would be shipped to another destination in the form of bullion or dust to be forwarded to a bank, and the destination was usually a previously established town or a railroad depot. Road agents would not be interested in tons of raw ore, but bullion or dust was better than paper currency.




  As soon as a boomtown was set up, it was immediately necessary to build a road to the new site so that equipment, supplies, building materials, and miners could be taken to the mines and the heavy bullion taken out. These roads could be built by a variety of means. In Nevada some roads were built by franchise, whereby the builder would recover his expenses by collecting a toll from those who used his portion of the road. In another instance a Nevada man built his own road just so he could establish a stage line. In Arizona there were, in places, roads formed over the centuries by the natural flow of the desert’s rare rainstorms. Sometimes private citizens might subscribe a sum for a man to undertake the building or improvement of a road. Some roads were built inadvertently, as in Oregon where large teams of mules pulled heavy sleds laden with huge mining machinery over rough trails, grading them as they moved along. Once a road was built, a stage line could be established. This required the positioning of a series of stations that had to be stocked with everything the coach might need including horses or mules for a change of team, feed, harnesses, king pins, wheels, grease, and all the other necessities to keep the wagons rolling.




  After the stage line was established, the road agent could make his appearance. He would make a careful survey of the route and select an isolated location that would provide him time to make his escape. This site would be a place where the coach would be traveling at a rate of speed slower than the usual 8 to 9 miles per hour, such as a steep ascending grade where the horses would be tired and stop to “blow” at the brow, in the soft sand of the desert, or at a sharp curve in the road. Where a proper site did not present itself, the road agent could create one by building an obstruction or by just tying a rope across the road. A road agent operated on foot, as the back of a horse provided an unstable platform from which to conduct his business, and any sudden sound such as the report of a gunshot could cause a horse to bolt and throw its rider. The road agent would surprise the slow-moving coach from behind a tree or from the brush along side the road and, with gun drawn, make his demands. Sometimes the suddenness of a road agent’s appearance or the firing of a shot frightened the stage horses, or the driver whipped up his team at the first sign of danger, and the coach was carried to safety.




  The intelligence regarding the treasure aboard a coach was often faulty or the robber simply gambled in selecting the time to make his move and missed his loot. All too often the robber found nothing aboard, such as the time the treasure box contained only a 25-cent bottle of patent medicine, or another incident when two robbers had to settle for an orange apiece to quench their thirst.




  The amount of treasure taken often determined the effort that would be expended in pursuing road agents, especially during the early days when there were no funds allocated to pursue stagecoach robbers. Lawmen had to rely upon rewards for the capture and conviction of road agents, or depend upon the reward for recovered treasure, to reimburse them for their expenses. When nothing of value was taken and no one was injured or killed, there was no reward, and little or no effort was made to make an arrest. Robbing the U.S. mails, a federal offense, was an exception; some robbers learned to leave the mails unmolested. In response the postal department determined that merely delaying the U.S. mails would be considered a federal offense, and in that way it could keep the U.S. marshal on the case.




  As railroads began to appear across the country, stage-line owners expressed great concern. Stagecoaching men thought that the completion of a railroad in their area of operation would spell an end to their stagecoach line, but the railroads brought in new population and new businesses. The stage-line owners found, to their surprise, that their businesses flourished. Many new routes and lines were added to bring passengers, express, and mail to the railroads and to take the same away to every town and settlement. Railroads did finally spell an end to “stages” as more lines operated over shorter distances, often point to point and back without any station stops in between, but it was the automobile that finally wrought the end of “coaches” as a means of public transportation. Stagecoaches were operating in some areas until well into the twentieth century and an Arizona stage line was still delivering the U.S. mail until the dirt road to the town of Young was paved and the coach was replaced by a Ford in 1928.




  There were hundreds of stagecoaches “jumped” before the last robbery occurred in December 1916, but the majority of these were relatively uneventful experiences, except for the passengers and driver. Only a small fraction of these heinous offences rise to a level of greatness, and those that follow are among the most thrilling milestones of stagecoach robbery in the Old West.




  [image: image]




  CHAPTER ONE THE FIRST STAGECOACH ROBBERY IN THE WEST





  Thomas J. Hodges, hideously disfigured and well educated in crime at California’s newly built San Quentin prison, adopted Tom Bell as his criminal alias. He had been a barroom brawler in his earlier days and in one affray had his nose crushed so badly that it was nearly flat against his face, except for the small protrusion that had a deep dent in the tip. This repulsive twenty-six-year-old man escaped prison with several other convicts, and formed a gang that embarked upon a rampage of petty, sometimes laughable, crimes throughout central California. He would have joined other petty criminals in obscurity had he not been a devious and ingenious gang leader. Hodges devised a plan to stop and rob a stagecoach in transit, something no one else had dared try. But happenstance intervened and three of his six road agents were drawn off by an unexpected rider, leaving an opportunity for the stagecoach to escape. The situation turned tragic when a stray bullet killed an innocent female passenger. More deaths would follow.




  The early record of Tom Bell is confusing because under his real name of Hodges, he had at some time, adopted the sobriquet “Doc” or “Doctor.” so it had been assumed for a century and a half that he had graduated from some medical school before his seventeenth birthday. To add to the confusion, it had been reported all those years that, upon graduating from medical school in 1847, Hodges enlisted in the Tennessee Volunteers under Colonel Frank Cheatham. Reportedly he served as a “medical attache” in the war with Mexico, having been refused officer status because of his young age. What the record actually reveals is that Hodges never graduated from medical school and probably never attended one. He never enlisted in the Tennessee Volunteers and did not serve during the Mexican War. The position of medical attaché did not even exist, as medical staff designations were doctor, nurse, or hospital steward.




  What is known of Hodges is that soon after gold was discovered in California, he drifted toward the goldfields, arriving in 1850 to search for his fortune. He failed to make a strike and soon turned to petty crime to survive. When this proved successful, he embarked on more serious criminal endeavors to increase his plunder.




  Hodges was arrested in 1851 for breaking into a cabin and ransacking the contents and, to protect his respectable family in Rome, Tennessee, adopted an alias from an Auburn thief of small renown—Tom Bell. This was the only name he would use thereafter, which he was certain would confuse lawmen when he returned to his criminal career.




  In 1851 Tom Bell was convicted and sentenced to a term on the Waban, a 268-ton prison bark anchored at Angel Island in San Francisco Bay across from Point San Quentin. The convicts, whether sentenced to hard labor or not, were employed quarrying stone for the new prison being built across the bay. Bell had not been in prison long when he managed to escape by feigning illness but was soon captured and returned to complete his sentence. In late 1854 he escaped again, this time with six men whom he would later enlist into his gang. One of these men, serving time as Bill White though his real name was Bill Gristy, would become his first lieutenant and close friend. However, White would eventually betray Bell.




  Bell enlisted Ned Convery, alias Connor, and Jim Smith both of whom had escaped prison with him. He added to their rolls Montague Lyon, known as “Monte Jack,” who brought with him Juan Rocher, alias Juan Fernandez. “English” Bob Carr also joined the ranks, and these seven men formed the nucleus of Bell’s gang. Because they would enlist many others from time to time, Bell, in typical youthful exuberance, devised a secret method of identification for his transient corps—a bullet with a hole drilled through and tied to a string, which the gang member would dangle in plain view when he wanted to be identified by someone.
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  Bell established three headquarters: the Mountaineer House, operated by Jack Phillips, on the Folsom to Auburn road; the California House on the Camptonville Road near Marysville; and on the road between Sacramento and Nevada City, the Western Exchange Hotel, which was operated by Mrs. Elizabeth Hood. After the operators at these three popular hostels provided Bell with intelligence on which travelers were carrying substantial funds, he divided his men into teams and sent them out to gather in the loot.




  Bell’s plan was to have his men always make it known that the victims were being robbed by Tom Bell, so it seemed possible for Bell to strike one place in the morning and then appear 200 miles away that evening. His plan was to confuse lawmen so that he could easily escape capture or prove an alibi if arrested, and that worked for some time. Bell was 6 feet 1 inch in height, quite tall for those times; he had broad shoulders but was gaunt in appearance; he had blond hair, which he wore to his shoulders; and he had a sandy moustache, which he trimmed so it connected with his sandy goatee. While this description could have fit many men in old California, Bell’s crushed nose was quite distinctive. This characteristic made it possible for the lawmen, once they began sharing intelligence, to determine when the real Tom Bell was involved. Bell, it was learned, had two fine horses he used regularly—one named Buckskin because of his color and the other a fine-blooded mare. Identifying Tom Bell’s horse aided greatly in identifying the guilty culprit.




  Bell’s gang robbed a vegetable peddler and a lager deliveryman in the spring of 1856 and were active in a variety of petty crimes during the early summer months of 1856. This led Bell to conclude that they should try something more substantial. Bell ordered his men to lie low throughout the latter days of summer while he made plans. He decided it was time to try something entirely new to the criminal element of California—stopping a moving stagecoach filled with armed passengers. Even before Bell’s plan stagecoaches were not exempt from crime. Luggage was often pilfered and the front and rear boots rifled for plunder while the vehicle was stopped at depots or stage stations. What Bell planned was not entirely innovative either. Dick Turpin (1706–1739) had stopped and robbed coaches in England a century earlier, and stagecoach robbers would be known as Turpins until two highwaymen stopped at a stage station and reported that they were “agents of the road.” When this was relayed, Wells, Fargo & Company afterwards referred to highwaymen as “road agents.”
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  On the morning of August 12, 1856, Sam Langston’s Express Company stagecoach pulled out of Camptonville for Marysville with John Greer (sometimes spelled Gear) driving and Bill Dobson riding as shotgun messenger. Between Dobson’s legs rested the treasure box containing $100,000 in gold dust. A gold-dust dealer from Camptonville named Rideout, the major contributor to the treasure in the box, had elected to ride his horse ahead of the stagecoach to avoid the dust kicked up by the coach’s wheels and horses. He declined to ride in the coach because he suffered motion sickness when rocking to and fro in a “pitching Betsy.”




  The stagecoach stopped at the California House 25 miles from Marysville. Here Smith Sutton, disguised as a miner, got off. He was Bell’s chief spy in Camptonville and confirmed that the treasure was aboard.




  The stage pulled out at 1:00 P.M. with Rideout still in the lead. Bell mounted, rode down a wash to collect his men, and then rode hard to get ahead of the stagecoach. Just before 4:30 P.M. Rideout came to the fork in the road to Marysville, only minutes ahead of the coach and decided to take the alternate, slightly longer high road where many large trees offered shade on that warm afternoon. The fork was only a few miles from town, and the trip would soon come to an end without any untoward event; Rideout relaxed in his saddle. However, the gold-dust dealer had not ridden more than 100 yards when “Monte Jack” “English” Bob Carr, and Juan Rocher rode out of the brush and covered him with their six-shooters. They ordered him to dismount and took his horse. He started toward the ravine, intending to climb down to the stage road and hitch a ride on the coach, when the men called him back and went through his empty pockets, then ordered him down to the road where he intended going anyway. The three men sat on their mounts, one holding the reins of Rideout’s horse, and watched their victim struggle through the heavy brush.




  As soon as Rideout got to the stage road, he heard the coach coming and was about to wave at the driver to stop when Tom Bell, Bill Gristy, and Ned Convery rode out of the brush on the other side of the road and covered Greer and Dobson with revolvers. Bell ordered the coach to halt. Meanwhile, the three men who had taken Rideout’s horse were riding as hard as they could through the heavy brush of the ravine, as they were supposed to have been on the opposite side of the coach covering the two stage men. Their absence proved to be the plan’s undoing. Dobson could have made no move if he’d been covered from two sides, but with all three targets on one side of the coach, he did not hesitate and opened fire with his rifle.
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