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Map 1. Map of Mortimer’s Whereabouts, 1858–1873, by Matthew Bernstein and Chris Stewart.
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Map 2. Skeleton Key Map of San Francisco, 1870. Courtesy of the Huntington Research Library, photographed by Chris Stewart.
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Map 3. Map of Sacramento, 1873. Courtesy of the Huntington Research Library, photographed by Chris Stewart.
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PROLOGUE



Shadow Man


By the light of the moon, just past midnight on April 16, 1873, a man prowled outside Sacramento County Jail. He wore no hat, no shoes, a coat turned inside out, and a white handkerchief covering his face. Using a ladder, he climbed the south wall. From there he crept over the customhouse boiler, scurried to the kitchen roof, and jumped down to the prison grounds. This was nimble work, especially for a Civil War veteran wounded in the right ankle during the Siege of Port Hudson.1


Heading toward the jailhouse door, the man in the white mask drew a revolver. Then—after yanking on the bell pull—the trespasser darted out of sight.


Inside the jail, Deputy Sheriff Manuel L. Cross drew his big six-shooter. For the last several nights he had been expecting an attack and was ready for it. Or as ready as he could be. A former assayer from Truckee, the thirty-year-old deputy wasn’t accustomed to midnight gunfights, but Sacramento County Sheriff Mike Bryte thought him more than capable. Cross was about to find out.


Banging open the jailhouse door with the muzzle of his gun, Cross stepped through the entryway. He paused, scanning. Carefully he walked down the brick pathway leading south toward the yard door at I Street. Five paces from the door, Cross looked back toward the rear wall. Cross spied the masked man in the moonlight, pointing a Colt revolver at the deputy’s head. The masked man said something in a low voice, indistinguishable through the white handkerchief. It was the last thing he ever said.2


Cross wheeled and pulled the trigger. His first shot caught the intruder in the chest. Cross’s next shot crashed through the white handkerchief, smashing into the man’s teeth. Staggering, the fatally shot intruder dropped the revolver and lurched toward the jailhouse door. Cross continued to squeeze the trigger, but it was useless; his gun had jammed. Groaning, “Ugh! Ugh! Ugh!” the man stumbled inside. Leaking blood, he ran north down the hall, crashed into a brick wall, and toppled in front of Cell No. 5, which held a prisoner sentenced to be hanged next month. The man he had come to rescue: his brother, Charles J. Flinn.3


From the man’s corpse were recovered a pearl-handled dagger, a hand-drawn map of the jail, and papers identifying him as William J. Flinn. Reporters learned William hailed from Lynn, Massachusetts—ten miles north of Boston—and was a former Union soldier, having enlisted in 1862 as a private in the 38th Massachusetts Infantry, commended for his bravery.4


Whether it was bravery or foolishness, Will had died trying to save his older brother, Charley, from a hangman’s rope. Had Will known Charley as Californians had known him, the vicious criminal called “Mortimer,” one wonders if Will would have crossed the country to rescue him—or to witness the execution.












Part One



SOWING THE WIND




Mortimer is one of the worst men known to the Police…. He will be captured, if it takes the department ten years to accomplish it.


—Mark Twain, San Francisco Daily Morning Call
















CHAPTER 1



The Mortimer Gang in Virginia City


In March of 1863 Charles Mortimer was released from San Quentin State Prison, having served a year for attempted robbery in San Francisco. About twenty-nine years old, he stood five feet eight inches tall, had auburn hair, striking blue eyes, and to his name possessed $2.50. After paying for passage aboard a ship to San Francisco, he was left with only $1.50.1


Mortimer entered San Francisco “utterly miserable,” as he recalled in his memoir. Unable to find work, stealing food for sustenance was a possibility. The next day, Mortimer ran into Pete Goodwin, “a convict … discharged two weeks before.” Goodwin had gone to the country to find employment but, thwarted, had returned to the city.


“He was tired, footsore and despondent,” Mortimer reflected. “I gave him a quarter. My money gone, I walked the streets meditating over my prospects.”


Mortimer’s luck turned when he ran into a half-tipsy fellow with an easy disposition. Seeing a drinking partner in Mortimer, the man generously bought the two of them more liquor, until Mortimer’s companion was fully drunk. Wisely, Mortimer counseled him to sleep it off, and the man took Mortimer’s advice, allowing his well-spoken new friend to guide him to his lodging house.


“I undressed him, but in this act of kindness my hands slipped into his pocket and a few half dollars stuck to my fingers,” Mortimer related. “In putting him to bed I gave him a good searching and found seventy-two dollars. I put five dollars into his stocking and some silver into his boot and left the house.”


On the street, Mortimer caught sight of a poor woman leaning on a crutch with a little girl at her side. Asking for alms, she declared that she was starving. At that moment Goodwin appeared. Mortimer gave Goodwin some money but did one better for the woman. He took her to a restaurant and bought her a meal. Learning her name was Mrs. Smith, and that her husband was “a drunken brute,” he gave her five dollars.


Outside the restaurant a sharp-eyed man was waiting. He asked Mortimer if he knew the woman. Mortimer responded that he did not. The man replied that she was a petty thief who had been discharged from the county jail only that morning. When Mortimer expressed his doubts, he showed his star. To the officer Mortimer declared that he was “more convinced than ever that she had told the truth.” Inwardly, he may have recognized in Mrs. Smith something of a kindred spirit. Returning to Mrs. Smith, he instructed her “not to steal from the table as an officer was watching her; to eat all she wanted, and to carry off such food as was left; that I didn’t care how it was with her, she had my sympathy.”


Bidding farewell to San Francisco, Mortimer drifted fifty miles south to San Jose. He worked there for a few months, though whether through odd jobs or theft is unclear. In June 1863, however, Mortimer decided to abandon California. Like tens of thousands of other red-blooded Americans, dreams of riches lured him to Nevada Territory, where millions in silver were being mined from the Comstock Lode, and to a boomtown where a man of Mortimer’s talents would be appreciated.2


Virginia City, it was called.


By the time Mortimer reached Virginia City—the “Queen of the Comstock”—he was nearly broke. Although Mortimer only had $1.50 by this point, he didn’t fret, giving a dollar to a poor blind beggar. Perhaps Mortimer sensed how much money he could make in the boomtown. With more riches in silver located on the Comstock Lode than all the treasure in California’s gold rush, it wouldn’t be terribly hard for a man of Mortimer’s disposition to seize his opportunity.3


By mid-1863, some of the most profitable mines on the Comstock Lode included the Gould & Curry, the Ophir, the Savage, the Potosi, the Hale & Norcross, the Belcher, and the Chollar. The riches generated by these and lesser mines supported not only Virginia City, but also Gold Hill just to the south. John Piper’s Opera House was crowded seven days a week, as was the San Francisco Saloon. Thousands were commonly bet on billiards matches. The Territorial Enterprise and the Union reported steadily on mining accidents, saloon shootouts, famous visitors, and predictions that Virginia City, with its 2,800 wooden houses, would soon be as big as San Francisco. The population of Virginia City and Gold Hill combined was 20,000—large enough for Mortimer to operate.4


“Virginia City I found a very lively town and much excited over newly discovered riches in the mines,” Mortimer recalled. “I saw many old convicts there from California.”5


One such convict Mortimer spied was Harry “Blue-eyed” Thompson, one of the dozen men to have successfully escaped San Quentin during the mass breakout in 1862. Mortimer probably wasn’t tempted by the fifty-dollar bounty on Thompson’s head. But Mortimer determined that revealing he was out of cash would be a mistake. After all, if the others thought he might turn them in to collect the bounty money, they might take steps to silence him.6


With his financial distress potentially fatal, on the night Mortimer arrived in Virginia City he sought to rectify the situation, staking his claim. Instead of a mine, Mortimer’s claim was “a well dressed man” with his hands in his pockets. Resolved “to do desperate work,” Mortimer followed the man to a lonely spot.


“Stranger,” Mortimer called, “can you tell me where I can find a lodging house? I have been to several, but they are all full.”


The helpful man took his hands out of his pockets, pointed, and said, “You go down—”


“Silence!” Mortimer commanded, jerking a ten-inch blade close to the man’s throat. “Silence, throw up your hands.”


The man did as bidden. Working quickly, Mortimer reached into the man’s right-hand pocket. As he suspected, the man had been carrying a derringer. Mortimer also found some loose change and a clasp purse “well filled” with gold. After Mortimer removed his gold watch, the man pleaded that it was “a keepsake.” Moved, Mortimer returned it.


“Go on at once,” Mortimer ordered.


The man fled, and Mortimer promptly went the other direction, down D Street, past the Gould & Curry works, a mile and a half farther to Gold Hill, and two more miles to Silver City. There Mortimer paid for a room.


Virginia City drew him back. That the boomtown attracted so many desperadoes did not surprise Territorial Enterprise reporter Samuel Clemens. A twenty-seven-year-old former Mississippi riverboat pilot, Clemens had reluctantly joined a Missouri militia before deserting the Confederacy and taking a stagecoach to Virginia City two years earlier.


Reflecting on criminal activity around the Comstock, Clemens noted, “Vice flourished luxuriantly during the hey-day of our ‘flush times.’ The saloons were overburdened with custom; so were the police courts, the gambling dens, the brothels and the jails…. The year 1863 was perhaps the very top blossom and culmination of the ‘flush times.’”7


Not one to miss out, Mortimer returned to Virginia City a few days later, but by then he had made some alterations to his appearance. It did the trick, for if the man spotted Mortimer, he didn’t identify him as the thief that had accosted him. Mortimer, on the other hand, recognized Pete Goodwin, reuniting with his partner in crime. Described by Mortimer as “a quiet sort of man,” Goodwin nevertheless tipped Mortimer to a “good Indian” (slang for easy mark) staying at The Great Republic. That night, on D Street, they buttonholed him. “While Pete covered him with a pistol,” Mortimer related, “I plunged both hands into his pockets, when he seized me by both wrists.”


Mortimer’s hands might have been useless, but his feet weren’t.


“I gave him a trip backwards and, as he fell, the pants parted at the side seams and the whole forepart came off, my hands still in his pockets all the while,” Mortimer recalled, his memory sharpened by his work as a tailor. While the man sat there, stupefied and barelegged, Mortimer and Goodwin “whacked up” (divided) their loot and separated.8


They didn’t stay apart for long. Shortly thereafter, Mortimer and Goodwin teamed up again to rob a house in Six Mile Canyon near the quartz mill. Mortimer pilfered some jewelry and a watch chain. “Pete said he got nothing,” Mortimer recollected. “Perhaps he didn’t. He was on the side where the coin was.”


After robbing the house, Mortimer headed south to Gold Hill. There he “chummed in” with “Blind” Tom Mitchell, a nearsighted cutpurse with a propensity for fighting. With their number now totaling three, it was time to establish a base of operations. The where of it was a stroke of genius: they would go underground. Within the American Ravine—two and a half miles south of Gold Hill and just west of Silver City—they discovered an abandoned 820-foot tunnel, once part of the Atlantic mine.9


Mortimer noted, “We boarded up the entrance to an old dry tunnel, about 100 feet in a back ravine, and furnished the cave with blankets and cooking utensils and grub. We got a trustworthy Spaniard to stay at the cave and take care of the place.”10


After discovering the headquarters of “the Mortimer gang” in 1876, more than a decade after it served as their secret lair, the Virginia Chronicle provided diabolical details:




This tunnel was arranged in an artistic manner to effect the death of any one entering in search of them. The entrance to the tunnel was blocked up by heavy bowlders so it would be hard for even one man at a time to effect an entrance. At a distance of 200 feet from the mouth of the tunnel a shaft had been sunk forty feet deep, with a moveable drawbridge.11





One day Blind Tom visited Gold Hill and returned to the hideout with three like-minded rogues: French Frank, George “Cockey” Wright, and John “Black Jack” Bowen, all who had recently traveled east from California. French Frank may have been Frank Largos, a Frenchman who had been arrested in 1861 for stabbing James Codeville in Sacramento. Wright and Bowen were better-known figures.12


Having been shot in the face while attempting to steal from a gambler, Wright bore a distinctive scar on his right cheek. On more than one occasion Wright teamed up with Black Jack, a Rhode Island sailor turned California highwayman. According to the San Francisco Daily Morning Call, partners Black Jack and Wright had at one point been sentenced to a ten-year stretch in San Quentin for highway robbery.13


A few days later the Mortimer gang further expanded when “Three-Fingered” Robinson joined them at the hideout.14


“We now numbered seven,” Mortimer recalled, “and when night set in we would divide and pursue a course to suit us.”


The Mortimer gang had an immediate effect. On August 25, 1863, the Virginia City Evening Bulletin commented that since July a virtual crimewave had struck, mostly manifesting through theft and robbery. “The band of thieves in this city will in a short time be almost strong enough to overpower the decent portion of the community,” lamented the Bulletin reporter.15


Clemens, now using the penname Mark Twain and writing for the San Francisco Daily Morning Call, agreed with the Bulletin’s assessment. In the September 3, 1863, edition, Twain noted that Virginia City was “infested with thieves, assassins and incendiaries.”16


Although Mortimer declined to “detail all the adventures we had,” he admitted that his inclination was for smaller capers while Wright, Frank, and Black Jack preferred more “high-toned” jobs, which led to strife. At the same time, Black Jack could be astounded by Mortimer’s bold manner.


On one occasion Mortimer and Black Jack were walking past the Illinois lodging house when Mortimer had an idea. Leaving Black Jack on the street, Mortimer boldly walked in “as if I belonged there.” Striding into the long room, Mortimer noted that the rows of bunks situated on either side of him made them seem like steamer berths. The bunks were filled with lodgers, some of whom woke up. To these men Mortimer engaged in conversation—but all the while he kept his fingers busy, pocketing their possessions. In due course he rejoined Black Jack on the street.


“Where have you been?” Black Jack demanded.


“In there.”


“Why, there was some one talking in there.”


“Yes, I and the lodgers.”


“You! Why, what on earth did you talk about?”


“Oh! About politics, mines, religion, and one thing and another—showing what I got.”


“Well, you’ve got a hell of a lot of cheek.”17


In another caper, Mortimer and Blind Tom robbed a house of three hundred dollars. According to Mortimer, after robbing the house Tom “failed to divide fairly, and that led to a row.” It was at this point that the gang broke up, Black Jack, Wright, and Frank moving on. Tom attempted to bury the hatchet a few days later, asking for Mortimer’s help with a “good injen” who lived in Gold Hill but frequently visited Virginia City. Tom’s plan was to rob the man at night when he was in the “Divide” between the two boomtowns. Mortimer agreed, shadowing the man as he entered the Divide. Between the darkness and Tom’s poor eyesight, he lost sight of Mortimer and the intended victim. This fell neatly into Mortimer’s plans.


Near a woodpile, Mortimer stopped the “good injen” using his knife as a “persuader.” From the man Mortimer seized nineteen twenty-dollar pieces totaling $380, a watch, a chain, some small change, and a pistol. Just at that moment Mortimer caught sight of two men heading toward Gold Hill. Mortimer dashed away as his victim gave the alarm. Then they all gave chase. Had Mortimer kept running, they might have overtaken and overpowered him. But luck was with him.


“I jumped into a prospect hole and heard them run by me,” Mortimer recalled. “Shortly after others ran back, all wondering where I’d gone to. I staid in the hole two hours, and then got home and kept close some days. I did not give Tom a cent and thus got even with him.”


Betrayal and double-dealing seemed to be catching. In Dutch with Blind Tom, and with Frank, Black Jack, and Cockey Wright having left Virginia City for greener pastures, Mortimer turned to an acquaintance, “Limsey.” Unbeknownst to Mortimer, Limsey had a secret plan to put himself in good with the police and place Mortimer back behind bars.


Speaking with Limsey, Mortimer was soon convinced to meet with some other fellow cronies. At a street corner four men passed them, one an officer who looked hard at Mortimer. Mortimer sensed there was some sort of silent communication going on between the officer and Limsey, whom he pegged as a “stool pigeon.”


“I was on my guard in an instant and walked to an open lot,” Mortimer remembered. “The officer turned and blew his whistle. I was now in the rear of some houses on the lower side of B street, on the block below the International Hotel. As I climbed up to the sidewalk, bang! bang! bang! went three shots.”


Pressing on, Mortimer escaped. But he knew now it was only a matter of time. His gang had dissolved, the police had his description, and he’d narrowly escaped being shot to death. In other words, it was time to skedaddle.18


Twenty-four hours after nearly being shot in the back, Mortimer reached Hunter’s Station in Truckee Meadows, twenty-seven miles north of Virginia City. But that wasn’t far enough by half. With the days getting shorter, and having barely cheated death, Mortimer headed west to California.19










CHAPTER 2



Mortimer at Large


Mortimer made it to Sacramento in the last days of September 1863, just in time for the California State Fair. During this week, crowds flocked to the capital to bet on the horse races at Union Park Course, visit Lee and Ryland’s circus tent at J and Fourth, and marvel at the displays of California industry. Silks, leathers, and glassware delighted patrons. Fairgoers were also pleased to see a groundswell of agricultural extravagances largely denied them since the South had seceded: cotton, tobacco, sugar, syrup, and molasses. Virginia City silver, extracted through California ingenuity, was also on display.


Commented the Sacramento Bee, “We … feel assured that all who visit the Fair will be received and agreeably entertained.”1


Doubtless, Mortimer was “agreeably entertained.” Three weeks later, while lounging with Nellie Brannan, referred to by the Sacramento Bee as “a notorious English ‘moll,’” in a rented Sacramento room on Second Street between K and L, Mortimer seemed on top of the world. The three policemen outside the door—Fred T. Burke, Fred D. Chamberlain, and Samuel Deal—had drastically different ideas about where Mortimer stood.2


The officers “entered my room and gave it a thorough overhauling,” Mortimer complained. Although they found no loot, they did uncover a knife with a fifteen-inch blade. At that the officers exchanged knowing looks, but Mortimer figured possession of the knife should not land him in hot water. The policemen found no blood on the blade. Nevertheless, Burke placed Mortimer and Nellie Brannan under arrest.3


“I was kept in jail a week,” Mortimer lamented, “while the officers tried to work up a job.”4


As much as he could, Mortimer tried to hide his identity from the police. The Sacramento Bee reported that he went under the alias “Spencer” and had as his name “G. Mortimer.”


Failing to pin anything substantial on Mortimer, the police eventually hauled him before Police Judge S. Solon Holl, having pushed back the trial date a few days. On November 4, 1863, Judge Holl sentenced Mortimer to ninety days in the county jail for violation of the “Vagrancy Act.”5


“There was not the slightest evidence that I had done anything evil in the town,” Mortimer griped. “I had money, my room rent was paid in advance, and I had not been in the city four weeks at a time for a year and a half. The true reason I was committed was because I would not act as a ‘stool pigeon,’ and because I had a short term in State Prison.”6


Nellie Brannan was also brought before Judge Holl, officially for violating the Vagrancy Act. Although Mortimer described Brannan simply as “a woman,” the papers certainly believed there was something amorous between Mortimer and “his Nellie.” Along with being charged as a vagrant, Nellie was deemed “a dissolute person.” The evidence brought before Judge Holl described Nellie as frequenting the shrubbery on the riverfront on R Street, a known hideout for thieves. Judge Holl judged her guilty on November 3. Along with Mortimer, Holl sentenced Nellie to ninety days in county jail on November 4.7


Mortimer’s glib tongue may have served him well, for though he had refused to become a “stoolie” in Sacramento he became a “trusty” in the county jail. This allowed him the opportunity to get out into the street once in a while. Unfortunately, Mortimer’s violent nature got the best of him. On the night of January 10, 1864, Mortimer was arrested for “pitching into and pounding” John Fleming. Two days later Judge Holl found him guilty, fining him thirty dollars or an additional fifteen days. After the sentencing, Mortimer remarked that he thought “the Judge was getting to be uncommonly lenient.”8


In February, having paid his debt to society, Mortimer teamed up with highwayman Ike McCullum and headed twenty miles east to Folsom. They stayed in that one-horse town for a month before Mortimer determined he’d try his luck once again in San Francisco.


Mortimer was not alone in his desire to visit the cosmopolitan city, for of all the meccas in the Golden State, San Francisco was the place to be. With the furor of the Comstock Lode having died down, San Francisco’s capitalists turned to real estate. The Cosmopolitan Hotel boasted the most luxurious rooms on the West Coast. Bay View Park now sported a racetrack. Treats could be bought at Ghirardelli’s Chocolate and Coffee Company, jewelry at Otto Wiedero’s Watchmakers, and American flags (supporting the war effort) at D. Norcross’s Military Goods.


Mayor Henry Coon could also brag that, to get around, nearly every major thoroughfare was accessible by rail, courtesy of the San Francisco Market Street Railroad, the Omnibus Railroad Company, and the City Railroad. Lesser streets were often connected by horsecars. Ferries commonly shuttled crowds from San Francisco to Oakland and back. Along with the smell of fish guts and horse dung, opportunity was in the air. In total, San Francisco boasted 14,443 buildings and a population of 113,000.9


Mayor Coon was more reticent to speak of San Francisco’s seedy underbelly. Along with the countless saloons, bordellos, and opium dens, the ports were a hubbub of criminal activity. In the early 1860s, people began referring to the northwestern harbor as “The Barbary Coast”—a nod toward North Africa’s piratical coastline. San Francisco’s Barbary Coast soon incorporated not just the waterfront from Broadway to Pacific, but the highlands of Stockton Street and almost the entire length of Dupont Street. Commented historian Benjamin E. Lloyd in 1876:




Barbary Coast is the haunt of the low and the vile of every kind. The petty thief, the house burglar, the tramp, the whoremonger, lewd women, cutthroats, murderers, all are found here. Dance-halls and concert-saloons, where blear-eyed men and faded women drink vile liquor, smoke offensive tobacco, engage in vulgar conduct, sing obscene songs and say and do everything to heap upon themselves more degradation, are numerous.10





Shortly after returning to San Francisco, Mortimer met up with a pal, Rufe Anderson. Like Mortimer, Anderson had just finished a three-month stretch in the penitentiary. Slyly, Anderson introduced Mortimer to Tom Shears as a miner from Virginia City. It was a backstory Mortimer stuck with.


One evening in 1864 Mortimer was lounging in a San Francisco saloon, watching two men play poker. After a while he volunteered a suggestion.


“One got angry and dared me to bet on the game,” Mortimer recalled, “at the same time pulling out a handful of silver and two twenty’s.”


Mortimer declined, apologizing for interfering with the game. To set things right he picked up the money and dropped it into the gambler’s pocket. No one noticed the two twenties stuck to his fingers, and Mortimer, ever the gentleman, thought it wise not to further impede the progress of the game by bringing it up.


The gamblers continued to play for some time before the hothead missed the twenties. Enraged, the gambler accused everyone at the table of stealing his money. They denied it, suggesting the “honest miner” from Virginia City was the likely culprit. By that time Mortimer had vanished. A police detective soon began tracking him, and spoke to George Hoyt, a stool pigeon. Hoyt pointed out Mortimer to the detective, and Mortimer was locked up for a few days before being let out. “[T]he thing was squared,” Mortimer reflected.11


Free once more, Mortimer traveled twenty-five miles south to a house in Belmont, San Mateo County, also frequented by Nellie Brannan. Mortimer made Belmont his headquarters, pulling various jobs in different locations. Known for cattle ranches and wheatfields, and with the railroad connecting Belmont to San Francisco completed that year, rural Belmont was the perfect place for Mortimer to lay low.12


“From there I radiated to different sections,” Mortimer recollected. “As certain quarters would get too warm, I would operate in others.”


Of this industrious period in his career, Mortimer recalled he “worked things lively” and had many a “frolic.” His goal was to procure enough money for a “home stake.”13


Looking for a big score, Mortimer took on the role of an eastern businessman who had just arrived in San Francisco. In this guise he invited a “fellow businessman” he met on California Street to a drink. Mortimer confided that he had a wife and baby, and “$5,000 to $8,000 to invest in some light established business here.”


Over drinks, Mortimer offered to “buy in for the sake of keeping alive in business here as well as at the east” and that, having just been to the Cliff House (which he intimately shortened to “the Cliff”) with some friends, he expected to “catch fits” from his young wife.


When asked where he lived, Mortimer glibly replied, “On Second Street. I say, if you’re not engaged for an hour take a walk with me round to the house and we can make it all right with the little woman; we’ve been trying to manage about business, you know, and all that; you see, I’d promised to take the wife to the theater to-night, sure, and she’ll be sadly disappointed; now, I’m not fit to go; suppose if she presses the matter I suggest you as an escort, eh?”


With a laugh the man—clearly intoxicated with spirits, the promise of easy money, and a night at the theater with another man’s wife—agreed. They were nearing the end of Second Street when Mortimer showed his true colors. “I astonished him by a close embrace around the neck, threw him to the ground, put his hat over his face and searched him.” Mortimer quickly relieved his victim of a Eureka watch, a chain, and some coin.


“Keep quiet,” Mortimer ordered.


With that, Mortimer went through a yard, hopped some fences, made it to a cross street, hurried down South Park, and turned onto Third Street.


Just then, on the corner of Third Street and Brannan Street, Mortimer overheard an argument taking place between two men. One man accused the other of being drunk and stormed into a nice house, leaving the other man on Brannan Street, opposite an open lot where the USS Camanche, an ironclad that had been shipped in pieces around Cape Horn, was in daylight hours being assembled. Approaching the man, Mortimer sympathized with him, “and he was soon well disposed to me,” Mortimer recalled.


Believing he had lured the man into a false sense of security, Mortimer wasted little time. Unfortunately for Mortimer, when he tackled him, he found his intended victim was nearly a match for him in strength. Worst of all, a knife had appeared in the man’s hand. He slashed at Mortimer, badly cutting his arm, slicing through the sleeve of his coat, and bloodying his left breast.


Fleeing in pain, Mortimer ran past the Camanche and the San Jose depot, and crossed behind some houses before slipping into a pool of stagnant water. “I was now in a bad fix; my clothing wet, heavy and stinking,” Mortimer related.


Climbing onto the sidewalk, Mortimer dashed off but, in his haste, ran over a drunkard. The drunkard sat up and asked Mortimer where he was. Generously, Mortimer agreed to help the lost man to his lodgings.


“I got him there with little trouble,” Mortimer scribbled. “Of [sic] him I got a dry suit of clothes. We started out together again, but at the door I left him—it was best for him. It was best for me, for he was to go with me to my room and bring my clothing back.”14


After that wild night, where he’d beaten and robbed a man, been slashed while attempting to rob another man, and stolen a drunkard’s clothes, Mortimer made the twenty-five-mile journey south to Belmont. He lay low for a week or two before venturing out again.


From Mortimer’s memoir it can be determined that he was in San Francisco during the first week of July 1864. On June 30 Mortimer may have teamed up with Rufe Anderson in burglarizing the posh home of real estate developer Colonel Thomas Hayes on Van Ness Avenue, part of the ritzy Hayes Valley neighborhood. After slipping through a window, Anderson (and possibly Mortimer) filched a fur coat worth $250 and several other items. Suspecting Anderson of the burglary were veteran detectives Isaiah W. Lees and George W. Rose—both of whom would play vital, yet starkly different roles in Mortimer’s criminal career.


Lees, born in 1830 on Christmas Day in Lancashire, England, was called by William Pinkerton “the greatest criminal catcher the West ever knew.” Joining the San Francisco police department in 1854, he employed the system of police work pioneered by the reformed French ex-convict Francois Eugene Vidocq, who championed criminal records, disguises, and employing stool pigeons. With a list of arrests that spread from San Francisco to New York City, Lees was promoted to captain of detectives in 1858 and was roundly considered one of the finest officers in the state.15


One of Lees’s detectives was Rose, who was used to dealing with dangerous men. Born in Massachusetts in 1831, Rose had served on the San Francisco Police force for a decade, seven of those years as a detective. Known for his energy and efficiency, Rose was particularly experienced at handling Chinatown toughs, having been stabbed in “China Alley” and in another instance assaulted with a cleaver.16


On July 2, two days after looting the Hayes house, Anderson had just entered the Miner’s Restaurant when Lees and Rose appeared. After arresting Anderson, the detectives recovered some of the stolen property.17


In the early morning of July 6, 1864, Mortimer was two miles northwest of Hayes Valley, passing by a cellar saloon on the northeast corner of Kearny and Clay, called the Pioneer Liquor and Billiard Saloon. By choosing that street to walk down, Mortimer had unwittingly placed himself a stone’s throw from a simmering feud. Around half past two in the morning, that feud came to a boil.18


According to San Francisco Morning Call reporter Mark Twain, whose residence was listed as 32 Minna Street, three-quarters of a mile southeast of the saloon, the seeds of the feud had been planted a few nights earlier. It all began on July 3 when John Barrett, a hot-headed volunteer soldier, had been tossed out by the co-owner of the cellar saloon, John A. Wyman, presumably for drinking too much. On the street, Barrett’s fellow soldiers mocked him, and Barrett was heard to curse that he would “get even.” Later that night Barrett came back with a few soldiers and “wanted to whip everybody in the house.” Eventually he was induced to leave.19


At 11:00 p.m. on July 5 Barrett returned to the Pioneer Liquor and Billiard Saloon. The dive was crowded with patrons and waitresses. Wyman was friendly enough with the soldier, and Barrett responded by ordering a drink rather than threatening violence. For drinking companions Barrett had with him David Hunter, an Alta California printer, and John McGowan, a cab driver from New York, about thirty years old, who literally lived across the street. Around midnight the trio left the saloon but returned at 1:30 a.m. and continued to hit the sauce. An hour later, deep in their cups, McGowan said to Hunter, “Let’s take a drink.”


Witnesses reported McGowan also pushed Hunter toward the bar. Armed, intoxicated, and prone to rage, McGowan’s aggressive action triggered something in Barrett.


“I have seen enough of that,” Barrett snarled. From his sheath, which bore his name, Barrett drew a new Colt revolver and pointed it at McGowan. Before Barrett could fire, Charles Lauterbach—Wyman’s partner in the Pioneer Liquor and Billiard Saloon—spoiled his aim by grabbing his arm. When Barrett squeezed the trigger, the bullet slammed into the floor. Pandemonium broke loose.20


After the gunshot rang out, Mortimer witnessed “waiter girls and men” boil out of the cellar saloon like army ants. But where other men fled from danger, Mortimer sensed opportunity.21


While Mortimer descended into the watering hole, Barrett shook off Lauterbach. Reported Twain, “McGowan ran behind the counter, and Barrett fired again, the ball passing through the counter.”


“For God’s sake don’t shoot!” McGowan shouted at Barrett.22


But Barrett’s blood was up. As McGowan retreated toward the far end of the counter, Barrett followed him with his pistol. It was at that point Mortimer appeared, catching sight of Barrett “standing in the center of the room, but near the bar,” his pistol in his hand. Mortimer saw Lauterbach leap over the counter. “As he jumped the soldier fired but missed him,” Mortimer recalled. The ball passed over the counter, bored through the partition, and lodged in the Clay Street wall. Lauterbach then dashed out the Clay Street exit, rushing south toward city hall. Meanwhile, Barrett lost sight of McGowan.23


Noticing Mortimer, Barrett asked him “where that son of a bitch went to.”


“Didn’t you see him run out?” Mortimer asked, referring to Lauterbach.


“No,” Barrett said, “that’s not the one; I’ll find him.”


Drawing near the bar, Barrett called out, “I’ve found him.”


McGowan had been cowering on a sack of oysters. Taking careful aim, Barrett squeezed the trigger one last time, putting a bullet through the middle of McGowan’s forehead, killing him instantly.


“I was alone, save for the soldier,” Mortimer recalled. Thinking quickly, Mortimer suggested the soldier go at once to the provost guardhouse.


“All right,” Barrett agreed, and left through the Kearny Street door.


In an instant Mortimer passed by McGowan’s corpse and emptied the till into his pockets. Moments later Lauterbach returned with lantern-jawed Police Captain William Y. Douglass, who lived a half-mile south of the saloon at 20 Geary Street, and several other officers. “The officers rushed in now and I walked out,” Mortimer noted.24


In the police inquest that followed, and the report Mark Twain wrote up for the San Francisco Morning Call, Mortimer’s presence and secondary crime went unnoticed and unreported.


Although Mortimer’s various crimes netted him enough money for the “home stake” he desired, he frittered it away rather than purchasing property. “[I]t went the way of the rest,” Mortimer bemoaned, “just as all money got in that way does.”25


One way Mortimer tried to save money was through cheating the railroad, paying for a short ride, happening to miss his stop, and getting off at the destination he actually desired. According to an investigative journalism piece Twain later composed for the San Francisco Morning Call on Mortimer’s life of crime, in late July or early August of 1864, Mortimer attempted to swindle the San Francisco & San Jose Railroad (S. F. & S. J. R. R). Mortimer bought a ticket from San Francisco to San Mateo when his actual destination was four miles farther south, in Belmont. Unfortunately for Mortimer, the train conductor Michael N. Nolan—who lived a half-mile from Twain at 112 Sutter Street—was no dummy.


Noted Twain, “Mortimer … paid his fare to San Mateo, in the morning train … and then tried to slip by and go on to Belmont, but was detected by Mr. Nolan, the conductor, who put him ashore, and had a rough time accomplishing it. Mortimer swore he would remember the treatment he had received and kill Nolan for it the first opportunity he got.”26


Part of Mortimer’s stolen lucre went to helping out George Sibley, who had served a year in San Quentin for attempting to burglarize a house on Tehama Street. Once free, Sibley briefly joined the US Navy, serving aboard the steam-powered sloop-of-war Saranac before deserting. On the day they crossed paths, Sibley was penniless, hungry, and suffering. Mortimer described him as a “gutter snipe.”27


“I supplied his wants,” Mortimer recalled, though he would soon regret that act of charity. A few days after they fell in together Mortimer and Sibley were walking together when an officer appeared.


“Sibley, I want you,” the officer told him. “I can make $30 by returning you to the Saranac.”


“It will be in greenbacks; they are worth forty cents each,” Mortimer said, offering more money to let Sibley go.


“To this he agreed, and it was so fixed and ‘squared.’”28


Shortly after bribing this officer, another policeman began “dogging” the pair. For safety, Mortimer took Sibley to Belmont. Deciding to put more mileage between themselves and the San Francisco police, the two boarded the night train for San Jose, twenty-seven miles away. With its population of about six thousand, San Jose could offer Mortimer delights that rural Belmont could not, such as those found at the luxuriant Continental Hotel on Market Street: a swank saloon, fashionable guests, and coquettish women. But luck was against them. When the train ran off the track, Mortimer was badly injured.29


Instead of pressing on to San Jose, the knaves returned to Belmont, Sibley having agreed to care for Mortimer until he recuperated. Instead, Sibley went on a bender. After spending his last dime, Sibley pawned his own clothing and shamefully slunk up to Oakland. To Mortimer’s regret, that would not be the last he heard of George Sibley.30


Six weeks after Mortimer deftly robbed the Pioneer Liquor and Billiard Saloon, a sensational robbery occurred in San Francisco, which would come to be known as the Myers pawnshop robbery. Mortimer probably was not the perpetrator, still recuperating in Belmont from the injuries he’d sustained in the railroad accident. However, the robbery significantly affected the climate in San Francisco, stirring up the public to pressure Chief of Police Martin Burke to order his subordinates to put more criminals behind bars.


On August 17, at about 2:30 p.m., Harris H. Myers—who had been born in 1800 in Prussia—left his pawnshop at 632 Commercial Street to attend some business. To manage the shop in his absence, Myers left in charge his nineteen-year-old son, Henry. When Myers returned at about 3:00 he found the pawnshop in a state of extreme disarray. Word quickly spread that a violent crime had occurred. At 3:15 Myers’s pawnshop was crowded with policemen, doctors, and reporters. Of the police, the most capable was Captain Lees. Of the reporters, the most capable was Mark Twain.


Now twenty-eight years old, Twain cut a fine figure: five feet nine inches, handsome, with a full head of auburn hair, and greenish-blue eyes beneath bushy eyebrows. Having recently traded Virginia City’s Territorial Enterprise for the San Francisco Daily Morning Call, Twain was looking to make a splash as a crime reporter. The Myers pawnshop robbery was just the ticket.31


Noted Twain in the San Francisco Morning Call: “[Myers] found pools of blood here and there, a knife and double-barrelled shot gun on the floor … several trays of watches, diamonds and various kinds of jewelry gone, the doors of the safe open, its drawers pulled out and despoiled of their contents—disorder visible everywhere, but his son nowhere to be seen!”32


Myers had investigated when he heard a groan coming from a back room. Following a trail of blood, Myers located his son, Henry, lying insensible, drenched in a spreading pool of blood. Behind his right ear was a terrible indentation, the skull fractured.


Twain, Lees, and the others quickly learned Henry was alive and conscious but could only speak incoherently. Henry ultimately recovered, but the memory of who struck him never returned. Along with the crack in his skull, the detectives noticed indentations on his throat, made by the left hand of the assailant. The police determined that neither the knife nor the shotgun had been used, and that after Henry had been struck his assailant dragged him to the back room. Myers testified that the robber, along with attacking his son, stole eight thousand dollars worth of jewelry and money.


No one had seen the assault take place, but a man came into the shop and, according to Twain, told Lees that at about that time he saw “a man in Kearny street, running as if destruction were at his heels; that he broke frantically through a blockade of wagons, carriages, and a funeral procession, sped on his way and was out of sight in a moment.”


The witness noted that the running man carried an improvised sack made of an old calico dress, which he grasped by the neck, bulging as though full of about two-dozen eggs. As for his appearance, the witness described the running man as “thick set, about five feet seven or eight inches in stature, wore dark clothing, a black slouch hat, and had a sort of narrow goatee.”33


Could this have been Mortimer? Despite not claiming the robbery as his work, the description of the fleeing man is a close match to a photograph of Mortimer, number sixty-four in the Rogue’s Gallery, then hanging in Chief of Police Burke’s office. Accompanying the photograph was a description of Mortimer: “5 feet 6 inches; weight, 160 pounds; hair, light; eyes, blue; complexion, light; full face, red cheeks, good looking; has a crucifix, with lighted candles, three pierced with arrows, on his right fore arm, printed in red and black ink, and on his left arm the letters C. J. M.; also, on one arm, the name of Flinn.”34


Considering Mortimer was actually two inches taller than the Rogue’s Gallery claimed, the resemblance is striking. Whatever Mortimer’s involvement, the Myers pawnshop robbery fascinated the public. Reported Twain, “[A]t no time, from three o’clock in the afternoon, yesterday, until midnight, was there a moment when there was not a crowd in front of Meyer’s store, gazing at its darkened windows and closed and guarded doors.”35


Mortimer, too, remarked on the effect of the robbery: “Several other little affairs followed, and all these, one after another, excited the people; the more so as the officers could not ‘work up’ the cases. The public gave the Chief of Police fits, the Chief gave it to the officers, and they in turn stirred up the ‘stools.’”


Despite the criminal climate having become more dangerous in San Francisco, Mortimer couldn’t stay away. Having finally recuperated, Mortimer decided to try his luck once more, and on the night of September 1, 1864, he was in the Bay City, observing the body of Sam Wells arrive aboard the Chrysopolis. A beloved member of the California Minstrel troupe, Wells had died on August 26 in Virginia City when he’d been thrown from his horse. His dying wish was that he be buried in San Francisco’s Lone Mountain Cemetery and that his fellow minstrels should bear the body.36


“The night Sam Wells’ body arrived from Virginia City, I was in the crowd and saw a man fall,” Mortimer recounted. Police officers rushed to the man and so did Mortimer. Mortimer helped the drunkard up, and when the policemen accused the man of falling down drunk, Mortimer defended him. The man denied it as well. “I locked arms with him and as we walked along he took in more whiskey. At Union Square we sat down upon a dray and he soon fell asleep.”


No slouch at robbing sleeping men, Mortimer lifted from him a finger ring, a “nice” pearl breast pin, and some coin. Mortimer left him, but the story did not end there. Noted Mortimer, “The papers said the man had been knocked down and robbed by two highwaymen who stood over him with knife and pistol and took his hat, pants, coat and boots. If so, others must have ‘cleaned’ him after I left.”37


Mortimer must have suspected he would have a harder time dodging headlines in the weeks to come, for his next scheme could potentially put well over a thousand dollars in his pockets and would assuredly take all of his wits to pull off.


This time Mortimer set his sights on Mayor Coon’s right-hand man.










CHAPTER 3



The Wiggin Affair


Charles Louis Wiggin was going places.


Born in Maine around 1832, Wiggin first appeared in The San Francisco Directory in 1860, giving his vocation as a seaman. Wiggin quickly traded the sea for city hall, clerking for Mayor Coon. Versatile, well-liked, and a member of the People’s Party, Wiggin aimed to join the state assembly, the election slated for September of 1865.1


On September 2, 1864, Wiggin was glad-handing with a party of well-heeled friends whom he had invited for a drink at the Pony Express Saloon, on the corner of Commercial Street and Kearny Street. Unbeknownst to Wiggin, a fellow New Englander and lover of ships was also at the bar, paying undue attention to the mayoral clerk.2


It wasn’t by chance Mortimer was at the Pony Express Saloon. He and a “friendly” police detective had earlier walked there. “[H]e showed me some chaps carousing and said they had ‘good money’ and would run all night,” Mortimer recalled, “and if I’d stick to them I’d probably find a ‘good injen.’”


Trusting that a fortune could be made, Mortimer ingratiated himself with Wiggin and the others, carousing with them until daylight. Only then did the revelry cease. “I spotted my ‘injen,’ and when the party broke up I walked on with him,” Mortimer related. After nearly three-quarters of a mile, they reached Wiggin’s house at 9 Minna Street. There, Mortimer bade him good morning and took off. But while Wiggin went to sleep, Mortimer stayed active. In his memoir he noted that, back in town, he “got breakfast, cleaned up, shaved and had my head rubbed, and by seven in the morning was back at the house.”3


Mortimer rang the bell, and a servant girl, described by Mortimer as a “charming young lady,” opened the door.4


“Good morning, madam,” Mortimer greeted.


“Good morning, sir,” she responded.


“I have called per agreement to see Mr. Wiggin on a matter of business.”


“I don’t think he is up yet.”


“I did not expect to find him up. I am aware of the time he came home this morning, you see,” Mortimer said, smiling.


The young lady left Mortimer to consult the lady of the house. Upon her return, she said, “I will show you to his room.”


The young lady led Mortimer up the stairs, where a “gent” scowled at Mortimer as he passed downstairs. Shortly thereafter, the young lady pointed to a closed door.


“That is Mr. Wiggin’s room.”5


“I am greatly obliged to you, madam,” Mortimer said. After she was gone, he entered the room and locked the door behind him. Presumably so that no one could peek, Mortimer also hung his handkerchief over the keyhole.


According to Wiggin, Mortimer then chloroformed him. Interestingly, this tidbit did not find its way into Mortimer’s memoir. Whether or not Mortimer deemed it necessary to use a rag or pocket handkerchief doused with trichloromethane to knock Wiggin unconscious, both men agree Mortimer proceeded to steal all the money and jewelry he could find. This included a heavy pearl ring from Wiggin’s finger, Wiggin’s gold watch and chain, which bore a solid gold Masonic emblem, $600 in gold coin from a purse taken from his pocket, and $260 in greenbacks from his pocketbook. All told, Mortimer estimated the jewelry worth about $640, making this a $1,500 score.


At the foot of the stairs, Mortimer once again ran into the charming young lady.


“How does Mr. Wiggin feel this morning?” she asked, smiling.


“I find him very much as I expected,” Mortimer replied. “He has a severe headache and is going to try to sleep it off. Good morning.”


“Good morning, sir.”


Flush, Mortimer shared the wealth. He went first to Howard Street, where he gave some of the stolen money to a poor woman and some destitute children. He next visited the house of a certain detective (very likely the same crooked detective who had tipped him to the party at the Pony Express Saloon) and gave the man two hundred dollars. Afterward, he headed south to Belmont.6


When Wiggin groggily awoke, he determined that he’d been robbed. Making a quick inventory of the room, he found his money and jewelry had vanished. The checks in his pocket book had been pawed through but, evidently, the burglar had left them after noticing they were payable to order and unendorsed. Valuable mining stock had also been left, though if Wiggin took any comfort from that it was likely threaded with panic. Wiggin knew he had to report the robbery to the police if he had any hope of recovering his property, but the inquiries they would ask could be sticky. To answer questions, such as “Where were you last night? What time did you return home? Why didn’t you wake when the stranger entered your room? How much money did the robber take? Why did you have so much money on you?” would reveal that Wiggin perhaps wasn’t as upstanding a citizen as he pretended.


Certainly, as a potential candidate for the state assembly, and with the election a year away, Wiggin did not want to suffer the embarrassment of revealing he’d been so inebriated that he hadn’t even woken when a robber slipped his ring off his finger. Given that revelation, the press might also dig into what he was doing with over eight hundred dollars in cash and where that money had come from. Could it be that at the Pony Express Saloon certain movers and shakers in San Francisco had ponied up the majority of that money, bribing Wiggin to support their policies? In Wiggin’s case, was the term “mayoral clerk” synonymous with “bagman”? Was drunken Charley Wiggin really the sort of man one wanted to see elected?
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