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			To my mother, Gloria May Poling Woodard, 

			who always believes I can—period, 

			and to our family’s newest arrival, 

			Olive May Tuinstra Boehler, my new grand-niece.

		

	
		
			For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid of the power? Do that which is good and thou shalt have praise of the same . . . But if thou do that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the sword in vain; for he is the minister of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth evil.

			—Romans 13: 3-4 (kjv).

			There is no use in trying to override Wild Bill, the Marshal. His arrangements for policing the city are complete and attempts to kill police officers or in any way create disturbance, must result in loss of life on the part of the violators of the law.

			—Abilene Chronicle, October 12, 1871
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			Preface: The Greatest of the Gunmen

			Tales of outlaw gunmen from the history of the Old West are practically a dime a dozen. Men who infamously shot first and asked questions later were found all over the gold rush boom towns and cattle towns of the West. Most of the famous gunmen, and the lesser known too, were murderers, thieves, drunkards—you name it. Many of their gun battles arose from disagreements over things such as the attention of prostitutes, stolen horses, an insult or reproach, or any other trivial, yet deadly, event. However, one of the most famous of these—even famous in his own time—was the clearly different and remarkable Wild Bill Hickok.

			Wild Bill Hickok is generally renowned as the greatest of these frontier gunmen, yet the vast majority of the violence he participated in was done in his official capacity as a lawman or in defense of himself or others. He was not a crook, a criminal, or a coward, unlike so many of his contemporaries. As George Armstrong Custer said of Hickok during his lifetime:

			He was a plainsmen in every sense of the word, yet unlike any other of his class. In person he was about six feet one in height, straight as the straightest of the warriors . . . Whether on foot or one horseback, he was one of the most perfect types of physical manhood I ever saw . . . Of his courage there could be no question; it had been brought to the test on too many occasions to admit of a doubt. His skill in the use of the rifle and pistol was unerring; while his deportment was exactly the opposite of what might be expected from a man of his surroundings. It was entirely free of bluster or bravado. He seldom spoke of himself unless requested to do so.

			His conversation, strange to say, never bordered on the vulgar or blasphemous. His influence among the frontiersman was unbounded; his word was law, and many are the personal quarrels and disturbances which he has checked among his comrades by his simple announcement that “this has gone far enough,” if need be followed by the ominous warning that when persisted in or renewed the quarreler “must settle it with me.” Wild Bill was anything but a quarrelsome man; yet no one but himself can enumerate the many conflicts in which he has been engaged and which have almost invariably resulted in the death of his adversary . . . Yet in all of the many affairs of this kind in which Wild Bill has performed a part . . . there is not a single instance in which the verdict of twelve fair-minded men would not be pronounced in his favor.1

			Hickok’s amazing abilities with firearms, his many extraordinary experiences, and the many reports of his generosity and regard for others merit a close and comprehensive analysis to determine the truth and history of this legendary lawman.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			It was early fall 1871 in Abilene, Kansas, the famed Western cowtown that had been irrevocably transformed by the burgeoning American cattle industry that was growing out of Texas. Generally speaking, cattlemen were broke in the years immediately after the Civil War. Cash-poor Texans had found that as the Confederate cause had fled Texas, so had most of the liquid cash. In post–Civil War Texas a fully grown steer could be used to buy a fifty-pound bag of flour. Joseph McCoy, an entrepreneurial cattle buyer and speculator who could see profits where others saw obstacles, reasoned that if the droves of Texas longhorns could be shipped directly east to the waiting slaughterhouses and packing plants in places like Illinois, fortunes could be made.

			Kansas stood between the vast herds in Texas and the packing plants of the North, however, and the state had legislation in place prohibiting Texas cattle from entering the state. The longhorns were known to carry a fatal contagion known as “Texas fever,” so McCoy’s first problem was convincing Kansas lawmakers and state leaders that a way could be found to isolate the longhorns from the Kansas cattle, thereby containing the spread of the pathogen. McCoy was able to finally purchase stock pens in the small town of Abilene, near the railroad tracks, which would make transport of the longhorns eastward remarkably easy, even though he was unimpressed with his first views of Abilene, “a small dead place, consisting of about one dozen log huts.”1 McCoy proved to be a tireless businessman and promoter. He was able to convince Kansas lawmakers that the longhorns could be safely delivered to Abilene through nonpopulated areas thereby lessening the fear of a Texas fever outbreak among the Kansas cattle.2 The problem of convincing Kansas farmers and ranchers that it was safe for Texan cattle to pass near their land still remained, however. Numerous Texas cattle outfits had tried the trip before and been set upon by border gangs, rustlers, gangs, and groups of enraged farmers, sometimes leading to armed confrontations between the trail-driving cowhands and their assailants. Undaunted, McCoy organized a traveling Wild West show that featured a giant steer and properly uniformed vaqueros and Texas cowboys to help promote his plans. His portable show went to St. Louis and Chicago (where some of the main markets for beef were located) and apparently won over most of his detractors.3 Conveniently for McCoy, by the late 1860s Texas fever had begun to diminish naturally.4      
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					Wild Bill with his famous ivory-handled Colt Navy pistols worn butts-forward, 1869. South Dakota State Historical Society

				

			

			His promoting, conniving, and showmanship worked—cattle poured into Abilene by the trainload. By the end of November 1867, more than one thousand railcar loads of beef had been driven to the stockyards outside of Abilene and shipped east for processing from the newly consecrated “city of the cattle kings.”5 One million head of cattle were shipped from Abilene in a five-year period after 1867.6

			As a result Abilene experienced unprecedented growth, the “boomtown” phenomenon of Western legend. The previously sleepy village on the Kansas plains was inundated with a huge influx of cowboys, trail drivers, and cattle outfits. Along with this transient population came the inevitable businesses that catered to their rowdy clientele. Numerous saloons, gambling halls, and brothels, as well as dry grocers, hotels, dining halls, cleaners, doctors, merchants, and even a newspaper, the Abilene Chronicle, sprang up seemingly overnight.7 The boisterous cowboys and those who preyed upon them with their commercial offerings were certain to eventually get out of control. The city government was in a precarious position. They wanted the cowboys and their dollars, but they did not want the resultant drunken gunfights, vandalism, and general mayhem that accompanied them. They needed law and order.

			The lawmen who served in early Western towns were a diverse breed. Many had previously been gunmen themselves and had decided to hire out their services. For some, like the Earp brothers, keeping the peace was a sort of family business. One thing that is certain, however, is that being a sheriff or marshal in one of the boomtowns of the West was extremely dangerous. Combine large amounts of alcohol consumption, copious numbers of firearms, young men with plenty of cash to spend and very little in the way of personal boundaries to restrain them, and the stage is set for a tinderbox of violence that only awaits a small spark to erupt.

			Lawmen, if they wanted to stay alive in such an environment, had to be as ruthless as their opposition. In other words, it was a very good idea to shoot first and ask questions later. Waiting, hesitating, considering, and contemplating were sure avenues to an early end to a promising law enforcement career, whether you ended up with a bullet in your heart or brain from a drunken lawbreaker. Police, marshals, or sheriffs were often faced with split-second decisions that meant the difference between life and death. The general feel that one gets from a perusal of period newspaper accounts was that most of the time, if an officer shot and killed an armed man in a scuffle, that was that. There was no public outrage. Most town councils, mayors, and policymakers were keen to remove the social riff-raff from their midst and to encourage outside investments, favorable newspaper coverage, business expansion, and the resultant increase in the tax base. And this attitude was by no means confined to the frontier of Kansas. As Dakota Territory rancher Theodore Roosevelt remarked in 1886 concerning his own confrontation with violent thieves, “They belonged to a class that always holds sway during the raw youth of a frontier community, and the putting down of which is the first step towards decent government.”8

			Thus it was, on the evening of October 5, 1871, that a tall, long-haired figure could be seen patrolling the streets of Abilene. He was considerably taller and had wider shoulders than was common for the average American male of the 1870s. Leander Richardson would later describe this imposing figure in Scribner’s Monthly: “He was about six feet two inches in height, and very powerfully built; his face was intelligent, his hair blonde, and falling in long ringlets upon his shoulders; his eyes blue and pleasant, looked one straight in the face when he talked; and his lips, thin and compressed, were only partly hidden by a straw colored mustache.”9 It would have been easy for a casual onlooker who perhaps failed to recognize the figure’s authority from his physical size to clearly see the two polished Colt Navy pistols worn butts-forward around the tall man’s waist. Along with the pistols, he also sported a badge, identifying him as an enforcer of the law—in this case in the role of the town marshal.

			He must have been a conspicuous sight that October evening in Abilene. By the order of the town council, he had already closed down many of the rowdier dens of iniquity in the town during his tenure, leaving a large number of unemployed, well-armed, and unhappy Texas cowboys within city limits. A shot rang out, though the Texans had been warned not to carry firearms within city limits. The tall lawman made his way toward the sound to investigate and was confronted by a large Texan named Phil Coe, who was backed up by perhaps as many as fifty Texas cowboys. Coe, who was armed, fired two shots at the marshal. Both shots missed. The marshal instantly opened fire and shot Coe twice in the stomach. Another armed man suddenly appeared at the edge of the marshal’s sight and Marshal Wild Bill Hickok fired again, and inadvertently shot and killed his own good friend and deputy, Mike Williams.10 As we will see, this was an unusual occurrence—Wild Bill rarely made a mistake with his aim or his shooting.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Beginnings

			The future famed gunman, “Wild Bill,” was born James Butler Hickok, in the small town of Tory Grove, Illinois, in May 1837.1 His parents, who hailed originally from Vermont and New York, had relocated to Illinois in 1834, first to Putnam County then two years later to La Salle County.2 Illinois, at that time, was considered a frontier state. There were hostile Indians and all the accompanying vicissitudes of a frontier family’s life, including the unpredictable weather, which could vary from drought to flood, occasional prairie fires that laid waste to entire areas, and blizzards that could render visibility to zero and make even routine farm chores life-threatening.

			Young Bill, however, seemed to be enamored with the romantic side of pioneer life, including the written exploits of famed frontiersman Kit Carson and others. Carson had become a household name back in the 1840s due to his famed role in the John C. Frémont’s expeditions through the American West that resulted in the opening of the Oregon Trail. Frémont published his report on the expedition’s findings in 1845 to national adulation—the Southern Literary Messenger declared that the report would “survive as long as the Sierra Nevada.”3 Frémont even named some landmarks after his friends including Carson River and Carson Pass. Bill was undoubtedly familiar with the internationally famed Carson and was later known to have owned a copy of Carson’s biography, as well as another volume titled The Trapper’s Guide. He was engrossed with the exploits described in these tomes and went so far as to tell his family members that one day he would beat anything Carson ever did or attempted.4

			In his early teenage years, Bill developed a fondness and aptitude for the instruments that would come to define his life—firearms. His first weapon was likely a small single-shot flintlock pistol, in quite poor condition. He began a diligent pattern of marksmanship and hunting with this weapon, using it for hunting and frequent target practice. As he progressed to his later teenage years, with his father’s assistance, he was able to upgrade his shooting irons to a better pistol and then a rifle, which allowed him a far greater range in his hunting (the difference in possible range between a pistol and a long-arm is quite significant). Area settlers were frequently bothered by the depredations of packs of roving wolves that would pick off calves, lambs, chickens, and whatever prey was available.5 Bounties were offered for the deaths of these opportunistic predators, and young Bill eagerly obliged, using his new rifle and growing proficiency with firearms to kill these pests and then skin them and turn their coats in for the money.6

			While Bill was moving through the years of his early youth and young manhood, the United States itself was moving toward a conflagration so great that some wondered if the nation would survive. In the years leading up to the Civil War, the many differences between the North and the South—including culture, economy, manners, habits, lifestyles, and values—were part of a chisel cleaving its way through the rock of the Union, but the greatest impediment to a peaceful continuance of national unity was the issue of slavery. Slavery had been an accepted part of the farm economy in the South since the beginning of the nation, and the South’s investment in slaves was almost beyond comprehension. One current estimate holds that the total value of the slaves held in the South was greater than all the rest of the personal property combined—possibly worth as much as two billion dollars by 1860.7 A prime field hand, a male slave who could be driven from dawn to dusk at unending labor in the cotton fields, would cost a plantation owner as much as $1,200.8 By 1860 the number of slaves had ballooned to four million.9 The slaves themselves had no rights whatsoever. Indeed one common way of increasing the slave population in the South was the frequent impregnation of female blacks by their masters, resulting in many mulatto slaves. Families were also frequently separated—mothers, fathers, and children all being sold to different planters.10

			The nature of Southern agriculture gradually forced out smaller farmers and landowners and led to the increasing growth and power of a small but elite group of landowners who are sometimes referred to as “The Planter Class.”11 In 1850 this amounted to only 1,733 families that actually owned as many as one hundred slaves or more, but these were the wealthy elite who occupied Southern governorships, senate seats, and congressional delegations, and controlled the economy and society.12 When the specter of emancipation appeared with the armed conflict of the Civil War, many poor whites were happy to risk their lives to hold on to their tenuous social position, one step up from the bottom.13

			Attitudes about slavery in the Northern states were also complicated. More than one historian has posited that Southerners, who had frequent dealings with individual blacks at close quarters, liked individual blacks but despised the race, while Northerners tended to talk well of the Negro race in general, but when it came to dealings with individual blacks, they were just as racist as the Southerners they scorned. Abolitionists had high-minded ideals and morals, but freed blacks themselves were often feared and discriminated against in the North by blue collar workers, especially recent immigrants, who saw free blacks as competition for employment. They also feared the release of the millions of enslaved blacks in the South for the same reasons.14

			Even the “Great Emancipator,” Abraham Lincoln, was clouded by uncertainty and indecision on the issue of slavery as late as 1862:

			If there would be those who would not save the Union unless they could at the same time save Slavery, I do not agree with them. If there be those who would not save the Union unless they could at the same time destroy Slavery, I do not agree with them. My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and it not either to save or destroy Slavery. If I could save the Union without freeing any slave, I would do it; if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone, I would do that. What I do about Slavery and the colored race, I do because I believe it helps to save this Union; . . . I shall do less whenever I shall believe that what I am doing hurts the cause and I shall do more whenever I shall believe doing more will help the cause.15

			It would have been nearly impossible for any literate, moderately intelligent American in the late 1850s to not have taken a position on the topic of slavery. Despite any ambivalence that was felt in either the North or the South, abolition was the moral driver behind the North’s cause and the symbolic representation of the vast divide between the economies and cultures of the North and the South. The intensity of this conflict was escalating to the boiling point at the same time that young Hickok left home for the first time and headed west for adventure and his famous future. And his first move would take him directly into the hotbed of violence that was growing between pro- and anti-slavery forces in Kansas.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Bleeding Kansas

			Hickok left his Illinois home in 1855 seeking adventure and experiences and also to emulate an older brother, Oliver, who had left for California in 1851. He made his way to St. Louis, Missouri, boarded the steamboat Imperial, and headed west for Leavenworth, in the newly created Kansas Territory.1 As tensions between the North and the South intensified, Kansas became the epicenter of the struggle between pro- and anti-slavery forces. Murderous bands of pro- and anti-slavery guerillas roamed the countryside and enforced their version of righteousness with gun, fire, and sword. Numerous atrocities were committed on both sides. The bloody struggles in Kansas generated by this contest of ideas were so violent that the Kansas territory had become known as “Bleeding Kansas.”

			This had been fueled by the completely misguided policy known as “Popular Sovereignty,” a policy invented by Lincoln’s rival for the US Senate from Illinois, Senator Stephen Douglas. Douglas was an important figure in pre–Civil War politics in America, at one time a very real presidential possibility, and was known for his booming oratory, earning him the sobriquet “The Little Giant” (he was only about four feet tall). Douglas, who probably hoped the idea would settle down the violence and generate investment and business expansion in the West (he was heavily invested in real estate in Chicago and in railroads and stood to make a fortune if Western settlement bloomed into Kansas), misjudged the fierceness of the hate on both sides. Pro-slavers from Missouri poured into Kansas as well as anti-slavery settlers financed by abolitionist forces.2 The stage was set for confrontations, massacres, and legendary violence.

			Young Bill Hickok allied himself with the pro-Union/anti-slavery forces when he arrived in Kansas. He became a member of a group of anti-slavery militia known as the “Red Legs,” led by Jim Lane, a pro-Union man from Indiana. Lane was probably drawn to Kansas for the same reasons many others came: It was the center of action in the fight against slavery and for free soil.

			Hickok proved himself to be a valued member of the group. He duly impressed all who saw him with his proficiency with firearms, as related by one of his earliest biographers, J. W. Buel:

			A few days after his enlistment the regiment was called out on the commons west of town for drill and rifle practice. The range was one hundred yards and the guns used were common squirrel rifles. In the contest of marksmanship James [Hickok] easily beat every other man in the command and indeed made such excellent scores that Lane personally complimented his accuracy in the most flattering words. While this little ceremony was being conducted, a crow chanced to fly overhead, and greatly elated at the distinction being shown him, James drew a pistol from his pocket and shot the bird, then carelessly replaced his weapon without remark as to the excellence of the shot. The crowd of men, however, set up a wild cheering, and for several minutes the confusion was so great that Lane could not make himself heard.3

			Many of the famed gunmen who emerged after the Civil War, such as the James boys, the Earp brothers, and Hickok, had experience in the bloody Civil War confrontations. It is certainly possible that their later violent careers were influenced by their exposure to guns, violence, and the cheapness of life that was a central feature of the Civil War.

			Bill Hickok’s own record of violence certainly indicates he had little remorse or regret concerning the men he killed. In fact one could argue that his very deadliness with firearms was directly related to his lack of remorse or reflection when it came to killing. If he was threatened or if he felt justified in the line of duty as a lawman, he would unhesitatingly draw his pistols and shoot to kill. This alone distinguished him from 98 percent of the rest of the population who would undoubtedly deliberate, agonize, and weigh the issues before resorting to violence. However, such deliberation in a gun battle would almost certainly lead to a quick death.

			Hickok’s quickness with pistols was frequently remarked upon, as well as his unerring accuracy, such as the following comments by Leander Richardson, who became acquainted with Hickok in Deadwood:

			He was the most courteous man I had met on the plains. On the following day I asked to see him use a pistol, and he assented. At his request I tossed a tomato-can about 15 feet into the air, both his pistols being in his belt when it left my hand. He drew one of them and fired two bullets through the tin can before it struck the ground. Then he followed it along, firing as he went, until both weapons were empty. You have heard the expression “quick as lightning?” Well that will describe Wild Bill. He was noted all over the country for rapidity of motion, courage and certainty of aim.4

			Some historians question the accuracy of some of Hickok’s alleged exploit with pistols (such as shooting dimes out of the air or uncorking bottles with shots from his Colts, and so on), and no doubt some of the accounts have been embellished in an effort to sell books, magazines, and so on.

			What we do know for certain, however, is that in many, many confrontations with armed opponents, Wild Bill Hickok emerged without a scratch, while his assailants or adversaries were mortally wounded by Hickok’s skill with his pistols. This cannot have been an accident. Period accounts of his accuracy and speed with his pistols, as well as his fearlessness in the face of a fight, must have a ring of truth. It is certainly possible for someone to be a dead-eye shot when firing at paper targets and bull’s-eyes. It is something else again when a living, planning, thinking, armed opponent has decided to draw a firearm and try to kill you.5 Greater exploits were to come.

			In 1857 Hickok decided to obtain some of the excellent Kansas farmland then available. This was possible because of the Federal Preemption Act of September 4, 1841, which provided that, “Every person, being the head of the family, or widow, or single man over the age of twenty-one years and being a citizen of the United States, or having filed a declaration of intention to become a citizen, as required by the naturalization laws is authorized to enter at the Land Office one hundred and sixty acres of un-appropriated Government land by complying with the requirements of said act.”6

			Kansas was, at that time, believed to be one of the richest farming areas in the world. As one period traveler wrote:

			Our sojourn on the plains impressed our party with a strong belief that Kansas, at no distant day, will be one of the richest garden spots on the continent . . . The whole surface of your land gentlemen, is one of wild beauty, ready to toss into the lap of every venturer upon it, a farm. The genius which rewards honest industry stands on the threshold of your State, with countless herds and golden sheaves. Smiling ready welcome to all new-comers, of whatever creed or clime.7

			Hickok filed a claim for 160 acres in Monticello Township, Johnson County, Kansas. It was there that he also held his first law enforcement job, probably prompted to do so because of his imposing size and skill with firearms, when he was elected constable.8 He erected a dwelling on his new farmstead but fell victim to the violence of the place and time, when pro-slavery guerillas, operating out of Missouri, attacked Monticello and subsequently torched Hickok’s homestead. He rebuilt, but it was later alleged that the same confederate supporters fired his home a second time.9

			By the end of 1857, Hickok apparently decided that the humdrum day-to-day labors of farming were not for him. Perhaps he recalled his earlier promises to his family that he intended to “outdo” all the exploits he had read about in those early days of his youth. In any case, he left his homestead and began a job as a driver for the Overland Stage Company. Hickok’s routes included driving between St. Joseph, Denver, and points in Kansas, Colorado, and Nebraska and even as far as Santa Fe, New Mexico, and Salt Lake City.10

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Overland

			Before widespread rail travel became feasible, stagecoaches were the principal means of transport both for goods and citizens in the western United States. The famous Concord stagecoaches, constructed in Concord, New Hampshire, by Lewis Downing and Stephen Abbot, became the national—and even international—standard for what a stagecoach should contain. The Concords were constructed for different passenger numbers, from coaches that could hold six people all the way up to larger models that could accommodate twelve riders. Stage drivers like Hickok had to know a great deal of horse-craft to be able to control their six huge horses that provided the “horsepower” for the whole operation. Mark Twain would later describe some of the skills (including being able to work while asleep) required for the job in his famous 1872 book Roughing It: “Overland drivers and conductors used to sit in their places and sleep thirty or forty minutes at a time, on good roads, while spinning along at a rate of eight or ten miles an hour. I saw them do it often. There was no danger about it; a sleeping man will seize the irons in time when the coach jolts. These men were hard worked, and it was not possible for them to stay awake all the time.”1
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