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Introduction

When Idaho Territory was created in 1863, it had the necessary raw material to become one of the great outlaw havens of the Western world. Its first American invaders were fast-buck miners, many of them on the run from the Civil War–era South, who set up prefabricated mining towns that rose and fell with startling speed. Money and gold moved hard and fast in these places; gunplay was frequent, robbery not unusual. Many of the people who came were Southern sympathizers during the time of the Civil War, and disputes between Unionists and the more numerous secessionists, or “seceshes,” often led to bloodletting. Not till the 1870s did the territory, with developing farms and ranches and small cities, start to settle down.


But Idaho remained a frontier place for a long time. As late as 1900, the largest city in the state, Boise, numbered but eighteen thousand people. Established roads were few in the huge state, and law enforcement was spread thinly.


For all that, Idaho saw fewer than its share of the big-name Western outlaws, or lawmen for that matter. The biggest name on the side of the law to make himself an Idahoan was Wyatt Earp, but his stay can be measured in weeks, and he didn’t come to enforce the law but to try to get rich. He was neither a sheriff nor a hired gun when he came, although he did have a kind of brush with the law. He arrived at the small mining boomtown of Eagle, north of the present-day Silver Valley, in 1884, together with brothers Warren and James; this was their first stop after leaving their far more famous haunts at Tomb-stone, Arizona. Warren and James bought a saloon called the White Elephant, and Wyatt bought several acres of land on which he planned some placer mining. Within weeks Wyatt Earp was sued by a man who said he owned the land—and Earp was evicted from it. The brothers left Idaho shortly thereafter.


Idaho developed some impressive law enforcement talent of its own, however, and one of the best-known lawmen in the area, Orlando “Rube” Robbins, became a figure of awe in the years before statehood, though his name is less known now, and not known much outside Idaho.


The only nationally known outlaw—that is, among outlaws still well known today—who we know plied his trade in Idaho was Butch Cassidy (without the Sundance Kid), and then only once, in the far southeast corner of the state. Most of his activities took place in Wyoming, Utah, and the Great Plains.


In his book Idaho for the Curious, writer Cort Conley described Hugh Whitney as “Idaho’s best-known outlaw”—very possibly the best known that the Gem State produced before Prohibition. His was a dramatic career; the problem is that nearly all of it occurred outside Idaho.


He grew up in Brownlee, a community on the Snake River near where the Hells Canyon Dam now stands. He and his brothers were trained as shepherds, and in their middle teens in 1910 their parents sent them to Cokeville, Wyoming, to ply that trade. When Hugh’s foreman fired him for trying to herd the sheep with a pistol and rifle, the teenager attacked him, and the foreman later died of his injuries. Hugh Whitney was arrested, then escaped. He and a brother fled to Montana, where rounds of shootings and robberies commenced. He robbed an Oregon Short Line train near Dubois and was soon wanted by Idaho authorities, but that may have been his only major offense in his home state.


Eventually, Whitney and his brother Charley collected enough money to buy a ranch in Montana. Against the odds, Whitney stayed there, except for serving in the Army in World War I (under an assumed name), for the rest of his life, until 1951. Some time later Charley Whitney drove to Wyoming and confessed. He was pardoned, and finished his life at the ranch in Montana.


An amazing story in all, but mostly occurring outside Idaho.


More often than being a staging ground for crime sprees, Idaho has been a place of refuge. The last area of what was to become the United States to be explored by Europeans, Idaho was also for many a kind of last chance to start over. For some, it worked. For others it didn’t.


Idaho was en route to a combination of reputations for a fugitive named Henry Plummer (he spelled it Plumer, but the name is almost universally given the double m by others). Plummer’s was a complex story, such a thorough mix of lawman and bad man that his name sparks debates even today, especially in western Montana, which is where he served as a marshal and also was lynched by vigilantes.


Plummer was a native of Maine who arrived in California with the gold rush at nineteen and for a time prospered as a businessman and was elected sheriff at Nevada City. In 1857 he shot and killed a man named John Vedder, possibly (though accounts again differ) in the process of trying to protect Mrs. Vedder from a beating. He was convicted of murder in the case, and was sent to San Quentin prison. Freed from his cell there by the governor, he engaged in a fight with a prison escapee named “Buckskin Bill” Riley and shot him to death. Imprisoned again, law officers sympathized with Plummer’s attempt at a prisoner recapture and apparently allowed him to escape, provided he left California, never to return.


He did leave, heading for a new gold rush in Washington Territory. He made his way to Lewiston, the commercial hub of the Pierce-area rush. Supporters said he tried to stop a lynching and was the subject of attacks almost from his arrival. Critics said he was quickly involved in criminal activities, building a gang involved with rustling and robbery. He spent only a few months at Lewiston before moving east across the Bitterroots into the town of Bannack, where he was elected sheriff—and sharp opinions persisted about which side of the law he really represented.


He apparently was energetic in upholding the law; he seems to have been no less energetic breaking it. He shot two men and engaged in various underhanded business schemes involving both mining and prostitution. Jailed in California after shooting a man (who had just stabbed him), he broke out and fled to Nevada, where he recuperated over the winter of 1861 to ’62 in Carson City at the shack of Bill Mayfield, a friend of his. When the local sheriff came looking for Plum-mer, Mayfield stabbed him to death and had to run, choosing an even newer community, Walla Walla, Washington. Plummer soon joined him there, and before long they were met by an old friend of Mayfield’s, Henry Talbott, better known as “Cherokee Bob.” About the time of the next New Year’s celebration, Cherokee Bob managed to spark a riot and multiple killings in Walla Walla, and the three lit out of town again—for Idaho.


More specifically, they headed to Ragtown, as Lewiston was then known, named after the makeshift exterior walls on some of the buildings. Mayfield and Cherokee Bob, who were still being sought by Union troops for their part in the mess at Walla Walla, soon headed to the just-created boom-town of Florence, which was then—with nine thousand people—the second-largest city in the Northwest apart from Seattle and flush with gold and cash. By way of threats and extortion, they wound up running a saloon there and attracting the interest of “Red-Haired Cynth,” the estranged wife of another saloon operator in town. Cynth was their undoing; after Bob and Mayfield nearly came to a shootout over her (and Mayfield skipped town, and disappeared from history), Bob got into a shootout with her husband. Bad idea: Bob wound up full of holes.


Plummer had a longer history, long enough to play important roles, though mainly offstage, in two of the stories in this book, though he was an Idahoan for only a few months. Once in Idaho, he seems to have left most of his penchant for personal violence behind him, but he appears to have turned into a considerable criminal mastermind. He organized teams of “road agents”—highway robbers—who prowled the lightly traveled roads of the West. The effects of his efforts, even after his departure from Lewiston (where he spent only a few months) to Montana, were felt not only in the Lewiston-Clearwater country, but as far south as the new town of Boise.


Idaho did not lack for outlaws. But most of them were homegrown, and were famous only regionally.


They cover a wide range of types—some of them truly as idiosyncratic as Idaho.


Some were true desperadoes—genuinely frightening and dangerous characters. Some extended their crookedness into corruption; both Idaho Territory’s second governor and Boise city’s first sheriff easily fit the description of outlaw, even if neither was brought to trial. (History has amply convicted both.) At least one was a man whose braggadocio led to tragedy; another was a man who made what may have been an impulsive mistake and made things worse trying to cover it up. The most cold-blooded of the group was a woman, and not a frontier figure at all, but a serial killer of her husbands.


Idaho continues to attract people who like to remove themselves from everyday society. Some of those people, now as in the past, live in remote crevasses, far from towns, and have as little to do with other people as possible. Most of them do, however, get along well enough with larger society when they happen to encounter it.


The fourteen Idaho outlaws in the following pages did not fare quite so well.








The Magruder Incident

The high mountain sky was mostly blue, but dark gray clouds were rolling in; the brisk air required only the shelter of shirt-sleeves, but the wind turned periodically chill. It was early October in the Bitterroot Mountains when the nine men made their way west on a barely visible trail.

They were six days out of Bannack, six days walking with their small pack train out of the valley and up into the mountains, a month later than most packers wanted to be traveling. The mountains were rugged, and the only good thing to say about their situation was that the range’s divide—the highest point of their journey—was a couple of days behind them. They were into the Clearwater River basin now, but high up above the river, sloshing through the thinnest of its headwaters from time to time. Snow sometimes fell up here in October, and the nine men were eager to move on.

Apart from that, the agendas of the nine men were not all the same.

The pack leader was Lloyd Magruder, a businessman who lived in Lewiston—a hundred miles or so west—now returning from dropping off a large pack train of supplies in the Montana mining camps. Most of his crew remained in Bannack or Virginia City, but his chief packer, Charles Allen, was headed back with him.

They had not wanted to make the risky trek alone, so they threw out a net for other men to accompany them. Fellow packer Bill Phillips was also headed west—either to Lewiston or Walla Walla. Two brothers, named Chalmers, were a pair of runabouts looking for work. The youngest of the bunch was Billy Page, a teenaged adventure seeker returning to his digs in Walla Walla. Three other rough-looking characters, who seemed to have knocked around the West but whose backgrounds were a little mysterious, were David Renton, Christopher Lower, and James Romain.

Magruder, who knew the way better than the others, was satisfied with their progress. The sun started its slip behind the mountains ahead, and as the group rounded its way into a clearing, bounded by a ravine on one side and a low cliff on the other, Magruder called a halt and announced that they’d camp here for the night.

Allen, less familiar with this path than Magruder but aware of mountain weather, pulled out his tent. “We’ll have snow in the morning,” he declared. Magruder looked pensive; the others all said Allen was overreacting, tossed out their bedrolls, and started a couple of campfires. They set the horses to graze on the far side of the clearing.

Darkness was falling by the time they’d finished eating. Magruder, puffing his pipe, was still mulling over the weather. He had agreed to take the first shift on guard, together with Lower. They walked into the forest, Magruder with his rifle and Lower with an ax, to gather more wood. They returned and piled it on the fires. Magruder caught a glimpse of the kid, Billy Page, watching this activity—he seemed to have a case of the nerves, no telling about what.

Magruder put it out of his mind as the night wore on. He and Lower talked by the fire, and then Renton, who said he’d had trouble getting to sleep, joined them. The night was silent but for the crackling of the fire and the softly spoken words of the men around it.

Renton remarked that the fire needed more wood and offered to cut some. Lower stood up, grabbed his ax, and said he’d join him. Magruder nodded and leaned forward to light his pipe by the fire.

At that moment, Lower swung the flat of his ax and smashed it through the back of Magruder’s skull, smacking his head forward into the fire. Magruder died instantly. But Renton grabbed the ax and swung it down on Magruder’s head again, just to make sure.

That was the start of the killing.

Renton gestured to Romain—the third in his group—and they walked over to Page, who was awake and wide-eyed. “You awake?” Renton asked.

Page, in near-shock, nodded.

“Good,” he said, “stay there.”

It’s happening, Page thought as he lay there, frozen in place. Lower had hinted a few days before that this would happen, and he hadn’t believed it. Now he was lying in the middle of a killing ground.

Romain and Renton walked softly to where the Chalmers brothers slept, and each brought an ax head down on one of the brothers. After a few muffled groans, they were gone.

They slipped back near Page, where Phillips was asleep, and smashed in his skull.

That left Allen, sleeping in his tent. This called for a change of tactics, so Renton ducked back to his bedroll, grabbed his shotgun, made his way to Allen’s tent, and shot through it—blowing off part of Allen’s head.

Apart from the three killers, only Page was left. Romain walked over to him. “You’re scared,” he observed. “You’re all atremble. No need to worry,” he said. “All the dirty work is done.”
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North-central Idaho is rugged, challenging country, almost entirely mountainous. Even today it remains lightly settled, and few roads traverse it. The stretch of US Highway 12 that passes through Idaho—which travelers drive from Lewiston on the west border of Idaho to Lolo, Montana, just past the east border—was completed only in the 1960s. South or north of that, the next highway system running east–west is more than a hundred miles away. But there is also one very rough, unpaved, and difficult backcountry road, a pathway running along the thin gap between the Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness and the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness. It is sometimes hiked or bicycled, and occasionally driven with great care in motor vehicles, but it is so rough that it is not usually described as a road. Most people, and even official government publications, call it the Magruder Corridor.

It was named for Lloyd Magruder, a Lewiston man, one of the city’s first businessmen. Modern-day travelers struggling along the corridor can at least take heart that their experience on the road is better than his.

Magruder brought his wife and children from California to Lewiston in 1862. Down in California, he had heard all about the spectacular new gold fields up north, at Pierce and Orofino. He was ambitious but not grasping, rather a steadier, more stolid figure than the mining country usually attracted. Magruder had little interest in mining, but he knew if miners were nearby, they would need a place to spend their money.

Sensing opportunity in the new town of Lewiston, a kind of base camp for the miners in the Clearwater River country, he decided to set up as a merchant and shipper of general goods, as he had in California. By his first fall there, he watched the Clearwater River gold fields at Pierce and Orofino dwindle rapidly, and the booming mining communities almost collapsed.

But Lewiston itself didn’t suffer, largely because new mining fields were sprouting still further east, much further, over the Bitterroot Mountains in what is now Montana, centered around a quickly sprung town called Bannack. Although it was more than 150 miles away, Lewiston was the best available supply center for the Montana mines, and by the spring of 1863 several Lewiston packers, Magruder among them, were making money hauling flour, food, whiskey, and other supplies from Lewiston to Bannack over a very rough Indian trail.

It was a slight trail, difficult for hikers and even tougher for pack animals, climbing to seven thousand feet in some places. Magruder’s team had a sixty-mule train and about two dozen packers.

The heat of August had arrived, but everyone knew that in the higher reaches, snow would begin falling in September, while the team would probably still be on its way back. Magruder was determined to make one more run, though, and packed his train to leave in mid-August.

Send-off from Lewiston was an event. Most of Lewiston’s children were there to watch, along with many of the business owners and Magruder’s wife.

Magruder’s friend Hill Beachey, owner of the new Lewiston hotel called the Luna House, walked up shortly before departure. Husky but energetic—he was often described as “hyperactive”—Beachey showed up with a present: a new rifle, which he pressed on Magruder, who at first said he wouldn’t need it. Beachey didn’t tell Magruder the reason for his urgency, but he would tell people in town over the days to come: The night before, he’d dreamed that Magruder had been attacked and killed out in the wilderness.

The trip east unfolded efficiently. Magruder stopped at Fort Lapwai, where he dined with the commander of the fort, an old friend. He avoided the old Pierce and Orofino mining camps but passed through a couple of Indian encampments, where he engaged in some light trading. The pack train pulled in for supplies at Elk City, a small mining encampment, and there he was surprised to find a letter addressed to him. It was signed by the Nez Perce County Democrats, who were casting about for a candidate for the new territorial congressional seat. Magruder had been elected to office before, as clerk of Yuba County, California. He was popular enough in Lewiston to be a credible prospect, and the Democrats asked him his views on the issues of the day, especially on the Lincoln administration. Magruder, a native Marylander who had lived for years in the South, had no use for the Lincoln administration and said so.

He posted his reply and headed east in a good mood. Then, tracing the Clearwater River back to its headwaters, he and the pack train began the long climb up into the Bitterroot Mountains. Working steadily, they managed about ten to fifteen miles a day.

Magruder’s mood darkened when the train arrived at Bannack. One reason was that the gold boom, running so strong only a few months before, already had petered out. Because of this the town was depopulating. But Magruder was also bothered by something else—the new sheriff at Bannock. He knew him, and really wished he didn’t. His name was Henry Plummer.

In a time and place where people had arrived but the law was still struggling to catch up, Plummer walked every side of the fence. Too ambitious to stay home in New England, he arrived in California just behind the curve of the gold rush. Unable to cash in on the easy finds, but charismatic and more cultured than most of the new Californians, Plummer was elected a town marshal.

He held the position only briefly, soon shooting and killing two men for no lawful reason, which led to a stretch at San Quentin. Seeking a new start, Plummer moved north and scouted prospects around the north Idaho gold fields. In July 1862, a year earlier, Plummer had checked into Hill Beachey’s Luna House, and Beachey and Magruder had taken note of the unsavory types—with rustling, robbing, and killing histories—with whom Plummer hung out. Plummer seemed to be setting himself up for another run at elective office, but his reputation was poor in Lewiston. He soon moved on to Bannack; Beachey and Magruder were glad to see him go.

At Bannack, Plummer met more old acquaintances, with different results this time. In the bars he ran into a man named Cleveland, whom he had known and collided with in California. One night, Cleveland went out of his way to attack Plum-mer and a woman he was with in a bar. Plummer did not let it go. Days later, in another bar, Plummer shot Cleveland dead. The Bannack sheriff investigating the incident figured Plummer for a bad actor and, on the street, took a shot at him and hit him



[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]
Hill Beachey, owner of the Luna House Courtesy Idaho State Historical Society



in the arm. Having failed to kill Plummer, the sheriff quit town, and Plummer was elected sheriff to replace him.

Magruder quickly made his way through Bannack and headed on to Virginia City, which he’d heard was the place with the newest gold boom. His information was correct, and once he connected with the people in town, he did a bustling business there. But the extra travel and extra negotiating time had cost him. The calendar now read mid-September, and the road home, over those seven-thousand-foot elevations, would be difficult and dangerous. Most of his original pack crew, finding the mining opportunities good at Virginia City, decided to winter there, or maybe stay longer. Magruder cut most of his pack loose and, at the end of September, started back with only his chief packer, Charles Allen.

And $18,000, mostly in gold dust.

Because of the gold, a 150-mile run to Lewiston by so small a number of travelers—only two men, bringing back several horses, equipment, and valuables—was risky. So Magruder scouted around Bannack to add new men to bulk up his traveling group to a sturdier size. In the case of three of his additions, he chose poorly.

Money, when it weighed down a pocket as heavily as Magruder’s, did not long stay a secret in the mining camps. Before long Plummer, the sheriff at Bannack, was well apprised. Pondering the opportunity, he was also considering what to do about three ne’er-do-wells who had settled in at Bannack: David Renton, Christopher Lower, and James Romain. He decided to solve both problems at once: He told the three about the money headed west on the Indian trail, and settled back to await his share of the loot—unless the three decided to run, in which case he’d deal with them later.

The three, together with a young tagalong named Billy Page, who was unaware of their plans, linked up with Magruder and Allen, along with three others—two brothers named Chalmers, and a packer named Bill Phillips—who were glad to have additional men to fortify their expedition. They left Bannack on October 3 and headed west, just as winter season was preparing to hit in the high mountains.

The group had good weather as they climbed the Bitterroots, and within three days they were over the heights and into the Clearwater Valley. They encountered two horsemen headed in the opposite direction, but no one else. This was open wilderness, with no people around.

Three days into the trip, after making camp, Lower pulled Page aside and told him Magruder was carrying $18,000 in gold, and he, Renton, and Romain meant to have it. That would probably mean killing. “If you value your life,” he said, “stay alert but keep quiet.”

A couple of nights later, deep in the wilderness, came the killings.

Job one was cleaning up after the killings. Renton brought out four pairs of moccasins and insisted that the killers wear them; this way, Indians probably would be blamed for the killings. He and his associates dragged away the bodies and dumped them down the ravine, while Page gathered belongings and equipment that would no longer be needed and threw them in the fire.

Page didn’t know the mountains well, and along the way the four encountered heavy rain and snow. But in the early evening of October 18, taking back roads into town to avoid being seen, they finally reached Lewiston.

Their destination was the Pacific coast, but so late in the season they would need organized transportation. Renton tried to hire a boat to run downstream on the Snake River, but none could be found. He dispatched Lower to find a stage to take them west, and now they made a mistake. Lower walked into the main stage sales office, which was in the Luna House—owned and operated by Magruder’s friend Hill Beachey.

Lower was not the sharpest criminal in the West, and he tripped up several times as he arranged for four stage tickets. He sounded especially suspicious when he was asked to supply the names of the four passengers—he hadn’t expected to have to make them up on the spot. Lower finally got the tickets and left. But Beachey had witnessed some of the conversation. Magruder was much overdue for his return, and the surprise appearance of four men with money, just arrived from the wilderness to the east, struck him as suspicious.

Early the next morning he tried to talk the sheriff into holding up the departure of the stage, but the sheriff thought the evidence was too slight. It left with the four men, but Beachey continued to nose around, talking to people who had been in the Clearwater region and had reports from Bannack. His suspicions started to grow, and the sheriff agreed to appoint him as a deputy so he could try to bring back the four mystery men for questioning.

The pursuit was frustrating at first. Along with a friend, Thomas Farrell, Beachey rode on horseback to Portland, the stage’s destination. There he just missed the four, who had taken a ship south to San Francisco after enjoying themselves and spending part of their loot. Working with law enforcement in Portland, Beachey sent word by high-speed messenger south to San Francisco. By the time Beachey arrived, the local police had arrested all four and were holding them for return to Lewiston.

Beachey found that he had one more tough job when he returned to Lewiston. A lynch mob had formed and tried to seize the four defendants. Beachey was able to get them into jail, insisting they should be tried properly.

And they were. Page agreed to turn evidence against the other three and supplied many of the details about what had happened out in the wilderness. The others, David Renton, Christopher Lower, and James Romain, were convicted of murder and were hanged at Lewiston in March 1864.

Beachey himself had begun to sour on Lewiston. That November he sold the Luna House and moved with his family south to Nevada, where he would take up business and die about a decade hence.

But before he could leave, Beachey had one last job to do. In May 1864, accompanied by about a dozen other Lewistonians, he rode out along the Magruder trail. Following clues from Page’s testimony—which the physical evidence appeared to bear out—they found the site of the murders. They found the remains of the bodies, the cups that held hot coffee just before the killings, the remnants of Magruder’s pack equipment—enough to confirm Page’s version of events.

Beachey had wanted to hold the trial partly so that the truth could be told and Magruder’s killing documented. All that had happened. Now, he suggested, it should be memorialized. There is no longer—as there once was—a sign to mark the exact spot of the Magruder murders.

But the travelers along the Magruder Corridor memorialize it to this day.
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