



  [image: frn_fig_001]









  
THE LAST
TRAIN
ROBBER





  The Life and Times of Willis Newton




  W. C. JAMESON


    [image: frn_fig_002]




  TWODOT®


GUILFORD, CONNECTICUT
HELENA, MONTANA









     A ∙ TWODOT® ∙ BOOK




  An imprint and registered trademark of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.
4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200
Lanham, MD 20706
www.rowman.com




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  Copyright © 2020 W. C. Jameson
Illustrations by Richard “Pee Wee” Kolb




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.




  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available




  ISBN 978-1-4930-4608-9 (cloth : alk. paper)
ISBN 978-1-4930-4609-6 (electronic)




  [image: frn_fig_003] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.











  
INTRODUCTION





  When Americans think of famous, notorious, and successful train robbers, the following names are generally mentioned: Frank and Jesse James, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, the Dalton Gang, the Doolin Gang, and Sam Bass. A name that is seldom, if at all, mentioned is one that few people have ever heard of: Willis Newton. Newton never received the headlines that announced and glorified the James Gang, the Daltons, and all the rest. This is extraordinary given the fact that the Newton Gang was far more efficient and effective than any other train robbery gang in history and amassed more loot than all of the other famous outlaws combined.




  Until 1998 only a handful of people knew of Willis Newton and his gang and their outlaw escapades. In that year, a film—The Newton Boys—was released. Unfortunately, rather than introduce America to the real daring and successful outlaw, it was instead presented as a “comedy drama” vehicle for actor Matthew McConaughey. Unlike Jesse James, Butch Cassidy, and other better-known train robbers, no books had been written and published about Newton and precious few articles appeared until recently. In 1994 and 2013 two publications were released that consisted primarily of interviews with Newton and one of his brothers (see Selected References at end of book).




  How, one must wonder, did the most successful train robber in the history of the United States manage to remain in relative obscurity during his incredible life of crime, one that spanned six decades? The answer to this question is multifaceted.




  First, no one outside of a few immediate family members and a handful of criminal peers knew of Willis Newton’s phenomenal train and bank robbery successes. Until he and his brothers were captured, following a 1924 train robbery near Rondout, Illinois, where $3 million was heisted, neither law enforcement authorities nor investigators hired by the banks and railroads had an inkling of his identity.




  Second, when Willis and his gang were sentenced to prison for their role in the Rondout train robbery in 1925, the country was largely preoccupied with the beginnings of the Great Depression. Willis Newton served much of his time in prison during these embryonic years of that economic and social catastrophe, and because so much of the country’s population was busy surviving the various hardships inflicted upon them, they had little time or opportunity to be concerned about a train robber they had never heard of.




  Third, when Willis was released from prison, he kept silent about his criminal activities for years. After he began giving interviews in the early 1970s, when he was eighty-four years old, he stated that he could now talk freely since the statute of limitations had expired on all of his crimes. By this time, the life, times, and adventures of a number of American outlaws—Jesse James, Butch Cassidy, the Dalton Gang, and others—were solidified in the minds of Americans as a result of books, articles, films, and even poetry, songs, and the stage.




  It was only when Willis and brother Joe agreed to interviews that details of the Newton Gang’s criminal exploits came to light. In his eighties, Willis’s mind was sharp and he often recalled precise elements of numerous train and bank robberies, including times and places, as well as some of the people involved, including the lawmen and detectives who pursued him. Until Willis and Joe spoke up, virtually none of their train and bank robberies had been solved.
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Willis Newton as a young man




  Newton’s accounts, however, were somewhat colored by his grandiose opinion of himself, his motivations, and his goals. Filled with braggadocio, embellishment, and self-aggrandizement, Willis’s tales were of a fearless and brave outlaw who outwitted the law at every turn and made himself the hero of every tale. Willis never apologized or expressed regret for his actions, stating that he only took money from other “crooks” who were worse than he was, specifically the banks and railroads. He said he was “just one thief robbing from another,” and he saw nothing wrong with that. Willis claimed the insurance companies “were the biggest thieves in the country.”






  Willis Newton considered himself a professional on a par with corporate executives. He once stated that “all we wanted was the money, just like doctors, lawyers, and other businessmen. Robbing banks and trains was our way of getting it; that was our business.”




  Willis told interviewers that he and his gang never killed anyone and never intended to harm anyone. He stated, “I always told the boys, if you have to shoot, don’t shoot to kill. . . . We loaded our guns with birdshot a lot of times just so we wouldn’t kill anybody.” Willis was not telling the truth, for in at least one instance the Newton Gang was guilty of murder during a train robbery.




  Willis always insisted he only robbed the men and was always chivalrous to the ladies. He often painted himself as the “gentleman bandit.” An examination of newspaper reports of his robberies tell a different story.




  The fact that Willis Newton and his gang were responsible for robbing six trains and eighty banks before getting caught is most impressive by outlaw standards. Even more astonishing is the fact that statistics indicate that the life expectancy of train and bank robbers was quite short. Willis and his brothers all lived into their seventies and eighties and died of old age.




  The Newton Gang was unlike any other in many ways. Writers Claude Stanush and David Middleton likened Willis Newton’s planning of train and bank robberies to “systems analysis.” Willis was “continually immersed in the study of banking operations, of law enforcement systems, of security systems, of criminal justice systems, and of systems of demolition.” According to the authors, the gang




  took advantage of every asset the technologies afforded: nitroglycerine to blow safes, the best-built and fastest cars to make their getaways, the latest road maps on which they could trace the getaway routes, and efficient weapons which each of them made sure they knew how to operate with maximum effect.





  Never in the past did outlaw gangs and leaders involve themselves so deeply in such preparations as did Willis Newton.






  The Newton Gang also differed from others in that it was not ruthless, vicious, or overly violent. In fact, the brothers rather enjoyed themselves during train and bank robberies; they enjoyed that the fruits resulting from their planning paid off, and they enjoyed outwitting the law. Willis had nothing but contempt for the law and felt that the police and the courts were largely incompetent and inefficient.




  In the following pages, all of Willis Newton’s train robberies are presented in detail. In addition, a selected number of his more dramatic and interesting bank robberies are included in order to provide insight into the mind of one of America’s most proficient robbers.




  Any writing project worth undertaking generally begins with a literature search. Regarding Willis Newton and the Newton Gang, there exists a paucity of quality material to work with.




  It is believed by most that the film The Newton Boys was based on a documentary that was released in 1976 titled The Newton Boys: Portrait of an Outlaw Gang. Willis and brother Joe contributed to and appeared in the film. The documentary provided a significant contribution to the history, legend, and lore of the bandit gang. It was well-reviewed, experienced limited viewership, and made little money. Claude Stanush and David Middleton, with help from the film department at Trinity University, played a significant role in the production of the documentary.




  Gathering up all of the numerous interviews Stanush and Middleton conducted with Willis and Joe Newton in 1973, they midwifed a book that was released under the same title as the documentary. Aside from twenty-one pages of prologue and epilogue, the majority of the 332-page book consisted primarily of edited transcriptions of accounts provided by Willis and Joe during the interviews. These have proven valuable in that they were extensive and detailed firsthand renderings by the outlaws, the very perpetrators of the robberies they spoke of. Never before were train robbers such as Jesse James, Butch Cassidy, Sam Bass, Black Jack Ketchum, and others given the opportunities to relate the accounts of their escapades firsthand and in detail, to find themselves in a position where they could express their thoughts relative to motivations, planning, regrets (if any), and more. The book was published by State House Press in Austin, Texas. Like the documentary, it received limited distribution and is generally known only to Texas history and train robbery enthusiasts.




  In 2013 a book titled Willis Newton: The Last Texas Outlaw was published by Indian Head Publishing. The opening pages provide no information relative to the location of Indian Head Publishing. An internet search yielded the information that the company is the “official publisher for G. R. Williamson,” the author. This publication, like the one produced by Stanush and Middleton, represents an important contribution to the life and times of Willis Newton and is composed primarily of transcriptions of interviews provided by Willis along with segments of newspaper articles related to a number of his train and bank robberies. Willis Newton, however, was far from being the last Texas outlaw. Bonnie Parker of Rowena, Texas, and Clyde Barrow from Telico, Texas, came along a decade after Willis had been sentenced to prison for his last train robbery.




  To lawmen, Willis Newton was a criminal. To many others, however, he was regarded as a hero, a simple country boy who outwitted law enforcement authorities year in and year out across the United States and Canada, an outlaw who lived and operated by his own set of rules. Americans and others love their outlaws, and most can provide the names of historic train and bank robbers before they can name the elected representatives of their state or nation. We love the men (and women) who flaunt authority, who don’t follow the rules, who live by their own code and get away with it. We write books and make movies about such individuals.




  Willis Newton was one such outlaw. He was daring, bold, brash, and colorful. While most outlaws, and train robbers in particular, met their end at the hands of lawmen, Willis Newton lived to tell the stories. What follows is the life and times of Willis Newton, America’s last train robber.











  CHAPTER 1




  ORIGINS




  Some have argued that train and bank robber Willis Newton was a product of his times, and that those times were hard, unkind, and desperate. He was born into a family of itinerant tenant farmers in a log cabin in the Callahan County, Texas, town of Cottonwood in January 1889. Cottonwood was a tiny community located forty miles southeast of Abilene. Willis knew little more than long days of arduous labor in the cotton fields.




  With the family constantly on the move as a result of his father’s continual search for employment, a home was more often than not a temporary dwelling and few were occupied by the Newtons for longer than a year. While Willis’s father managed to provide for the family over the years to various degrees, and while his mother did a fair job of tending to her brood of eleven children, family life remained less than stable.




  His mother was born Janetta Pecos Anderson, in 1857, at Fort Lancaster, Texas. Fort Lancaster was located near a crossing on the Pecos River, from which her parents took the name. While living and going to school in Junction, Texas, Janetta met and married a buffalo hunter named Johnson. During certain times of the year Johnson would strike out for the Texas high plains to hunt buffalo and return after several weeks. In time, Janetta gave birth to a son, Jim Johnson. While young Jim was still a baby, his father set out on another buffalo hunt and never returned. He was never heard from again.






  Janetta’s mother decided to move to Brown County and set up a cattle business. Janetta and Jim accompanied her. It was there Janetta met Jim Newton, who had recently arrived in the area from Fordyce, Arkansas, to visit a cousin. A short time later, during the mid-1870s, the two married. Jim found work on area ranches and accompanied a few cattle drives up the Chisholm Trail. The two moved back to Cottonwood, and in time produced eleven children—Ivy, Bud, Henry, Dolly, Jess, Willis, Wylie (Doc), Bill, Tull, Ila, and Joe. For most of this time, Jim Newton found work picking and chopping cotton on farms located near Cottonwood.




  Jim Newton was known as a “cyclone farmer” because, as Willis once stated, “he blew all over the country.” He was always searching for something better and seldom remained in one place for long. According to Willis, the family moved almost every year. They moved even if they made a good crop. Sometimes the move was over to the neighboring farm, always renting a house. The family never stayed longer than one year at a farm until 1903 when they stayed at one place for nearly three years. In addition to Cottonwood and environs, the family lived in or near Abilene, Sweetwater, Snyder, and other West Texas towns wherever work could be found.




  As soon as the Newton offspring were old enough they were put to work hoeing and picking the cotton crop for their father or hiring out to neighbors when they were as young as seven years. When they weren’t working in the fields, the children cut firewood to use and sell. For food, they often shot squirrels and rabbits. The ramshackle cabins in which they lived had no plumbing. Water was drawn from wells, light was provided by kerosene lanterns, and they used an outhouse in the backyard. Times were hard for the Newton family.




  It was extremely difficult for tenant farmers to make much of a living during that era. The price of cotton was never stable, and it was down as much or more than it was up. Because crop rotation and other progressive agricultural techniques were rarely applied in those days, the land suffered, grew worn out and infertile, and it was sometimes difficult to coax a crop from it. In the part of Texas where Jim Newton chased his livelihood, drought was common. Families suffered. Willis knew suffering and didn’t care for it. He knew at an early age that cotton farming was not for him, and he cast about for other opportunities.
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Jim Newton
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Janetta Pecos Newton






  Willis Newton stated his father was “always restless,” always looking for “honey ponds and fritter trees . . . for God’s country.” Sometimes he would set out alone and remain gone for two months or more, always coming back to Cottonwood. “He never found God’s country even though he looked for it all his life,” said Willis.




  Those few times Jim Newton was able to put some money away he would purchase a plot of land on which he undertook cotton farming. Willis said that one time




  the old man bought one hundred and sixty acres of land on Turkey Creek for about $1,000. He paid one hundred or two hundred down but he could never get it paid for; he’d run out of money and let it go back. He always owed everybody so we never had nothing.





  The relationship between Willis and his father is unclear. Jim Newton demanded a lot from his children, boys and girls alike, and Willis willingly pitched in and worked hard, always following directions and completing the job. On the other hand, Willis once told an interviewer that neighbors often referred to his father as a good man, “but sure as hell nobody could ever say what he was good for. He drug us all over the country.”




  One incident in particular soured Willis on his father’s priorities. Once when Jim Newton was employed by a cotton gin in the town of Cottonwood, Willis and Doc plowed ground, planted, raised, and harvested a patch of cotton, eventually acquiring a bales-worth that would bring around fifty dollars. The brothers transported the bale to the gin and dumped it in the yard for ginning. When the bale was ready they were going to take it to Cisco, Texas, and sell it so they would have money to give to their mother to purchase gifts and clothes for Christmas. Janetta Newton was proud of her sons for their hard work and admired their commitment to the family. She looked forward to the family’s first Christmas where she would be able to provide nice gifts. It was not to happen.




  Jim Newton took a wagon over to the cotton yard, loaded up the bale, and carried it to Cisco where he sold it. The money was used to pay off a debt. There were no gifts for the Newton family that Christmas. When Janetta found out, she broke down crying. Willis said his father “stole Ma’s money and that was that.”




  The Newton family was no stranger to tragedy either. When she was sixteen years old, younger sister Ivy came down with measles and died while giving birth. Younger brother Henry also died at sixteen from “inflammatory rheumatism that affected his heart.”




  When her children were young, Janetta Newton would read to them. Most of the books she read were about outlaws, including Jesse James, the Dalton Gang, the Younger Gang, and the Doolin Gang. Willis was fascinated by these tales. He was particularly taken with stories about an outlaw named Harry Tracy. Tracy, whose real name was Harry Severns, was reputed to have once ridden with Butch Cassidy and the Hole in the Wall Gang. Tracy was arrested, charged, and found guilty of killing a lawman during a gunfight at Brown’s Park, Colorado.




  Willis was stirred by the story of Tracy’s escape from an Oregon penitentiary. Along with a partner named David Merrill, Tracy “went over the walls” after killing a corrections officer and three civilians. The two men fled into the woods and remained in hiding near Seattle, Washington, for months. Law enforcement officials searched for him. On several occasions, a posse would catch up to Tracy and have him cornered only to see him escape. During his flight, Tracy killed at least four lawmen.




  At one point, as they were running from the law, Tracy and Merrill got into an argument and decided to settle it by having a gun duel. They agreed to take their revolvers, stand back to back, take ten paces away from each other, turn, and fire. After two or three steps, Tracy wheeled around and shot Merrill in the back, killing him.




  Following an intense gun battle with pursuing lawmen, Tracy was wounded in the leg and crawled away to hide in the nearby brush. Rather than be captured and returned to prison, Tracy committed suicide.




  After Ivy and Henry died, Janetta stopped reading books and stories about outlaws and read only passages from the Bible.




  Willis was twelve years old when he first attended school. Up until that time he could not read or write. He told his parents on several occasions that he wanted to go to school, but his father made him work on the farms. Once, when his father took off on one of his extended journeys, Willis informed his mother that he was going to go to school.




  He had to walk two miles from his house to the school. It was late winter when he started, and he wore only the homespun clothes his mother made for him. He had no shoes. Since the Newton family had little to no food to spare, Willis was unable to carry a lunch. When the other students sat down to eat the lunches they brought from home, Willis would disappear into the nearby brush so no one would see that he had nothing to eat. He wanted them to think he had gone home for lunch.




  Willis’s teacher was Miss Dora Norton. According to Willis, she took an immediate interest in her new young pupil because he was a fast learner. After two weeks, Willis had mastered the first reader and was on to the second. He also proved to be adept at spelling and mathematics.




  After a few months of school, Willis’s clothes had worn out and he was wearing little more than rags. The seat of his pants had come unraveled to the point where they could not be repaired. Out of embarrassment, Willis quit school and never returned.




  Once he had learned to read, young Willis Newton was only interested in books and articles about outlaws, and most of the outlaws he read about were train robbers.











  CHAPTER 2




  AN ATTRACTION TO TRAINS




  Like most children, Willis Newton was fascinated with trains. On the few occasions when he encountered a train, his body shivered in delight and not a little apprehension at the size, power, and noise of a coal-fired and steam-powered locomotive pulling the tender and an array of passenger cars, baggage cars, mail cars, and cattle cars. Trains were to factor significantly into the life of Willis Newton.




  In 1903 the Newton family moved to Cisco, Texas. Willis and brother Jess possessed a bit of the restlessness often manifested by their father and took to traveling on foot to various parts of Callahan County. Coupled with the wanderlust was a keen sense of adventure. It was during one of their explorations that they walked up to a railroad track. Curious, they learned that a freight train stopped at Cisco every day, then proceeded on to Delmar Switch, about fifteen miles to the west, where it sometimes stopped again.




  Once while the train was paused at the depot at Cisco, Willis and Jess snuck onto a narrow platform at the end of one of the boxcars. Their plan was to ride the train to Delmar Switch, jump off when the train stopped, and hike back to Cisco.




  Much to the dismay of Willis and Jess, the train did not stop at Delmar Switch, but continued on to Baird, the county seat, located another twenty-five miles down the track. The youths did not know this and were concerned that the train would continue on for hours. Willis admitted to being frightened.




  When the train finally stopped at Baird, Willis and Jess jumped down and hid behind some nearby buildings. At that point, the last thing Willis wanted to do was get on another train, but that mode of travel seemed the most efficient way to get back to Cisco. Late that night they made their way back to the depot and spotted a train idling by the loading dock. The locomotive was pointed east toward Cisco.




  Walking alongside the tracks, the boys came to a cattle car that had a small door at one end that opened into an undersized space inside. The youths climbed in and rode the car back home.




  With this first train-riding experience, Willis decided he wanted more. Sometimes in the company of Jess, but more often than not alone, Willis hopped freight trains and traveled to distant locations such as Fort Worth, Abilene, Big Spring, and elsewhere throughout West Texas. If an open boxcar was available, it was a convenient way to travel. The downside of riding in the cars was that they were patrolled by the brakemen.




  If a brakeman found a vagrant or hobo in one of the cars, he would throw him out. Brakemen were often brutal in their treatment of those hitching rides, and many a hobo had been beaten near to death by an unforgiving brakeman. In order to avoid being detected by brakemen and railroad police, Willis often rode the rods. Riding the rods meant clinging, sometimes precariously, to the rods beneath the cars. Though the brakemen were able to travel from car to car, they were unable to get beneath them when the train was moving. When the train stopped, Willis would drop to the ground between the tracks, roll out from under the car, and wait in hiding until the train was ready to depart. As soon as the whistle sounded imminent departure, he would make sure the brakeman was not around and scramble back onto the rods.




  Once when Willis was riding the rods, a brakeman leaned out an open door of the moving car, looked beneath it, and spotted him. The brakeman started throwing rocks at Willis, barely missing him. Willis regarded brakemen as “mean, dirty rats” and swore that when he grew up he would get even with them. Several months later he got his chance.




  Willis and a friend, O. C. Wells, were riding in an empty coal car. As the train got up to thirty miles per hour, they spotted a brakeman approaching them carrying a club. Before the advent of air brakes, brakemen carried a four-foot length of hardwood that was used for turning the brakes when they switched cars. Some brakemen employed the lever as a club to beat hobos.




  Willis remained at one end of the coal car while O. C. hid at the other end. The brakeman spotted Willis and began yelling at him, threatening him. As he was hurling threats, he noticed O. C. at the other end of the car and ran toward him, again yelling and threatening. As the brakeman raised the club to strike this new target, O. C. pulled a revolver from his coat pocket and leveled it at his attacker. At the same time, Willis produced his own handgun, jabbed it into the brakeman’s back, and told him to drop the club. With two weapons trained on him, the brakeman began begging for his life. Willis and O. C. threw him out of the moving car and watched him tumble head over heels down an embankment.




  Following this experience, according to Willis, he always carried a handgun when he rode the rails. He claimed he forced many a brakeman to beg for his life during the ensuing years.
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