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  Prologue




  He was unafraid, deadly with a gun, and as hard as nails. And, according to his friend Bat Masterson, “the greatest of us all.”




  Bill Tilghman had no formal education and his early life was one of continuous training in the practices, which made men proficient in all crafts of the frontier.




  There is no need to exaggerate his deeds in taming the raw frontier. He was one of a kind, a rare breed, and a man whose name alone struck fear in those that dared to live by the gun.




  His career as a lawman encompassed fifty years. And to this day, to historians the name Bill Tilghman recalls some of the most eventful years a lawman ever gave in fighting outlaws. As an under sheriff, deputy sheriff, city marshal, deputy U.S. Marshal, marshal, sheriff, chief of police and special deputy to President Theodore Roosevelt, he performed his duty with a capable efficiency and courage that’s still difficult to match.




  None of the other legendary lawmen of the Wild West—Wild Bill Hickok, Bat Masterson, nor Wyatt Earp—came close to achieving the career that Bill Tilghman had. He was a lawman without equal.




  Bill Tilghman provided valiant service to everyplace he hung his hat. Whether the wide, open prairies of Kansas, the rough and deadly cow town of Dodge City, or the untamed land that would become Oklahoma.




  Tilghman grew up in the West; had been a buffalo hunter, Indian fighter, cowboy, horse breeder, rancher, lawman, and State Senator. He could trace his descendants straight back in the direct male line to one of the founders of the colony of Maryland and he proved to be a worthy scion of the stock from which he sprang.




  Bill Tilghman, beyond being a great peace officer, was also a good man: kindly, gentle, never taking more than a fighting chance. He would be the first to pass his accolades on to Chris Madsen and Heck Thomas who with him combined to become known as “the Three Guardsmen.” Each was as equally responsible as the other for cleaning up the Indian territory including “Hell’s Half Acre” and helping create the great State of Oklahoma. Still later, he filled the office of chief of police of Oklahoma City. As a peace officer, his reputation for fidelity and fearlessness was untarnished.




  To outlaws he was a bad man. The word “bad” doesn’t imply evil here, only the sense of the fear he instilled in those who broke the law. One who held the epithet of “bad” is known as too dangerous to oppose. Bill Tilghman is remembered as one of the most famous lawmen to ever serve in Oklahoma. Tilghman’s reputation made him known as one of the most fearless lawmen to wear a badge.




  There have been many books and articles written about Bill Tilghman during, and especially after, his lifetime. The people who knew him in some way or another at different periods during the seventy years he walked the earth tell his story. They were: friends and family, lawmen and convicts, judges, mayors, governors, presidents, women he loved and women he captured, women of the night, and soldiers. All were witnesses to the best damn marshal the frontier of the Wild West ever saw...




  Amanda Shepherd Tilghman:




  Billy’s father, William, Sr., ran away from home when he was nineteen years old, joining the Army serving in the Florida Indian War, where he helped “pacify” the Seminoles. William used the name “Charles Clawson” when he enlisted, hoping to keep the famous Tilghman name from getting him special treatment—or sent back home where his father wasn’t happy with him.




  William returned home to where his family was originally from—the eastern shore of Maryland. His kin had descended from Richard Tilghman, who came from England with Lord Baltimore, the founder of the Maryland Colony.




  William stayed in Chestertown only briefly, as he grew restless, having tasted frontier life down in Florida. All kinds of folk, men mostly, were heading west in search of something—most were avoiding their women folk, if you ask me. William ended in St. Louis, where he was a recruiting officer for the Army.




  When the Army sent him to Iowa on business it was there that my family and I met William once again. My family and his had been neighbors in Maryland for a spell. William had always shown some affection towards me though nothin’ ever came of it until when we met again in Iowa. It wasn’t long after meeting with him that we married and were living back in St. Louis. His duties soon increased and I saw little of him thanks to the Mexican War. Somehow we managed to find time to have two children in St. Louis—Richard and Mary. The Mexican War came and went, and his recruiting duties dropped off. William then won the contract to become a sutler at Fort Dodge, Iowa.




  William, Jr., or Billy as we would call him, was born on the Fourth of July, the same as his father. Later we’d add our third son Frank and two more girls—Josephine, and Harriett or “Hattie” as we called her.




  It wasn’t more than a month after young Billy’s birth that his father and I both learned, as everyone did, that they were closing the fort. I remember asking my husband, “You mean the Army’s leaving? Why?”




  Before William could answer me, I threw him another question. “There’s no more danger from Indians around here, then?” William answered me the best way any one at the fort could, I recall:




  “That’s the way the Army sees it.”




  I let him know I thought it best that we settle down and that he became a farmer, as I believed this to be the best for the family.




  William laughed and replied, “You mean become a farmer?” It was clear the thought of him being a farmer had never entered his mind.




  “Why not? This is good land,” I shot back. My disbelief at my husband’s casual denial of what I thought was best for the family cut me to the quick. William wasn’t a hot-tempered man, and with his casual manner he answered me, saying, “Amanda, dear, you should know as much as I do that I’m not for that. I just couldn’t stand all year in one place, looking at the ground for a seed to grow, could I?”




  “No, I reckon not. The land calls to some people, William, but not to you.” I sighed. “What will we do now?”




  “I’ve not told you the good news, Amanda—I just had a talk with the colonel and he says he’ll see my sutler contract is renewed if we go with him to the new base.”




  “Where would that be?”




  “Fort Ridgley in Minnesota territory.”




  I was shocked. “Sioux country?” I said, still trying to put all of this in some rational thought.




  “Sure, there’ll be Sioux around, but we’ve dealt with Indians and the frontier for years now, nothing changed,” William reasoned.




  “More fighting, more killing? Is that what you’re saying William?” I needed to hear it from his lips.




  “Amanda, I haven’t told you the best part of it. We’re goin’ by steamboat. Just like you’ve always wanted to—up the Mississippi and Minnesota Rivers—on one of those elegant big boats with velvet curtains and crystal chandeliers. Can’t you see it—the big paddle wheel making a waterfall behind us? Won’t that be grand?”




  I have to admit I’d always dreamed of riding on a steamboat. Looking so rich and fancy, it would be just as I’d imagined.




  I was wrong.




  It was anything but grand. The elegant riverboat—complete with gaudy pictures on the paddle box, and card rooms and crystal chandeliers, writing rooms paneled with mahogany, with porcelain knobs on the doors and Wilton carpets in the staterooms only plied between St. Louis and New Orleans. The boats going north and west—like the one we traveled on—were small and graceless with only a cargo deck and a passenger deck—and were free of decoration.




  We were on the upper deck, aft on the starboard side—and the only civilians aboard. The other passengers were soldiers on their way to Fort Ridgley. William tried to reassure me, Richard, and Mary by pointing out the decks were full of guns, ammunition, and blue-clad soldiers. He said, “Nobody could be safer than us. One look at us is enough to scare off those redskins. I bet we don’t see an Indian the whole trip.”




  He was partly correct in his prediction. We never saw one Indian—but they saw us. A thousand eyes lined the banks of the upper Mississippi, and at night runners and drums flashed the news ahead that palefaces were coming into redskin territory.




  We’d left the Mississippi and headed west on the Minnesota when the first arrow struck the boat. It was mid-morning of a peaceful, sun-drenched day, and the rhythmic splash of the paddle wheel covered the slight hissing sound of feathers in flight.




  Then I heard a sergeant holler, “Indians, Indians! On the starboard!”




  There was suddenly mass confusion among the soldiers. I grabbed Richard and Mary with my free arm, the other wrapped tightly around the infant Billy, as the men began to run around. The soldiers started to fire toward the enemy, which not a one could see. A call to cease-fire was bellowed and once the firing stopped. The boat continued up the Minnesota. The redskins had only fired one arrow. It had passed through the sleeve of my dress and grazed Billy’s head.




  William, Sr. came running to my side. “You all right?”




  I nodded that I was.




  “Richard and Mary are fine, Amanda, how’s the baby?”




  I looked down at Billy; the arrow had grazed his head leaving a small amount of blood. “It’s an omen,” I said, my voice trembling. “Billy’s been born to a life of danger.”




  Elias Bromely:




  William and Amanda, like most families coming to the frontier, lived a life of trouble and danger. My family had a house just across the way from the Tilghman’s around the later parts of ’60 and early parts of ’61. It was on about mid-April of ’61 that we in Kansas finally got word the Confederates had attacked Fort Sumter, starting the war. The bombardment of the fort had taken place four or five days before us hearing about it. Just over a week later we got some detailed accounts of the artillery fire from various Confederate batteries. The reports of the damage to the walls of the Fort, and the return fire, came from the large numbers of local people observing. They were on every wharf, steeple, and high building in the area. Five weeks later William Tilghman and I came home from a visit to Atchison, where we had business, and told his wife, his being the first house that we came upon, “Amanda, we’ve got to go to war.”




  We—I mean Kansans—were admitted to the Union on January of that year, just a few months prior to the start of the Southern hostility, and once we knew that a war was going to take place, I, like many of my neighbors, including William Tilghman, volunteered in the Thirteenth Kansas Infantry, later being assigned to Company F.




  We were mustered in at Camp Stanton somewhere around late ’62. For most of the early parts of the war our unit was not much more than guards and supply units. However, in ’64 we forced Major General Fred Steele’s forces to retreat from Camden after being mauled at Marks’ Mills and Poison Spring. On the afternoon of April twenty-ninth, our Union troop forces reached Jenkins’ Ferry and began crossing the Saline River, which had swollen due to heavy rains. The Rebel forces arrived the next day and wasted no time in attacking us.




  We were able to repel the attacks while finally being able to cross with all of our men and our remaining supply wagons—we’d had to abandon many wagons in the swamp north of Saline some time before this. The Rebels bungled a good chance to destroy us, and allowed us to regroup at Little Rock.




  Now William, like me, would’ve been right in the middle of all this action had he not developed a serious wound in his right eye, keeping him laid up at Fort Leavenworth since early February. The loss of sight in his eye was total; he was blind in that eye from then on. He was discharged as a corporal and he and his son, Richard, left to return home.




  William Tilghman, Sr. Letter to family:




  

    

      Dear wife and children.




      I am living still as is your brother Richard, thank the Lord, and hopefully we will be coming home soon. I have been wounded in my right eye. It has caused me some pain and blindness and the doctors do not think my sight will return. Richard is safe. We have made many friends among the men; in reality they weren’t much older than Richard—boys in other words. ’Tis a sad thing to see Americans fighting Americans, and what purpose does this war serve? Richard, as have I, has grown tired of the violence.




      It would be too tedious for me to tell what I went through—the long marching for these past months. Half hungry, some would kill cows and skin a part of them, cut off a piece and waste it, and never open them. Some would shoot pigs and sheep, and would never open them, only cut a piece and roast it and leave the rest behind. Sometimes, the dinner and breakfast would be cooking, then they would get word to march; they would have to spill it and throw it away and march. The rebels fare worse than we do.




      I know that Billy’s tending to the chores and helping provide for the family, and Mary with the cooking. I’m sorry they had to grow up so fast. If I didn’t believe he could do it I would have found a way to stay home.




      Let me know how are the children. I hope you’re all well. Let me know about the note. I didn’t receive an answer to the last letter I wrote you. Write as soon as you receive this, as we don’t know the hour we’ll be on the march.




      The war’s raging in every direction; the rebels fight in the woods. So I must conclude. Give my best love and respects to all the children and our neighbors. We received no pay for the last two months. When you write, let me know all the particulars.




      So I must conclude. Do pray for us, we look shabby and thin, though we were called a clean regiment. I saw a great deal of shot and wounded. I miss you all, as does Richard. Take care and wish for a speedy end to this godforsaken war.




      I had my friend and hospital bunkmate, Andrew Infinger, write this letter for me, as you know I am not the best with writing.




      Your loving father and husband,




      William Tilghman


    


  




  Major Henry Douglas, Fort Dodge, Kansas 1867:




  On Friday the 26th of July the cholera broke out in virulent epidemic form at this Post. It came upon us like a clap of thunder. I was the first and only officer seriously ill with it... I suffered intensely but the kind attentions of friends, like young Billy Tilghman, medical skill, and above all the constant attention of my darling wife, and a sturdy constitution, meant I was brought safely through the dangerous stages of the malady, but it left me utterly prostrated... On Tuesday evening, my wife, Issie, was taken sick... I was again and again dosed with morphine and other poisons, utterly prostrated, helpless and torpid. I didn’t know Issie was dangerously sick until about a half-hour before her death. The Doctors deceived me, they said, to save my life. They may be right but I thought it very cruel. A soldier whispered into my torpid ear that the surgeons were deceiving me—that Mrs. D. was very low... I tried to rise but could not. I called out. It was useless.... I sank back in a state of semi-insensibility. I know nothing more. They informed me that she died at ten minutes past twelve on August 1st.... I lingered on between life and death, utterly reckless which way the scale turned, medical skill and the assiduous care of friends like young Billy who brought me to a state of convalescence, and here I am a wreck of my former self, scarcely able to drag one foot after the other or hold the pen with which I recreate this sad story. At a mere thirteen years of age young Billy Tilghman came to help those of us at the Fort affected by this awful disease. He approached the diseased as he would later approach outlaws, confident and unafraid, with the desire to do his duty with the least amount of lives lost in handling the problem. He wasn’t alone in assisting us, though it was his face and manner I’ll always remember. If not for people like Billy Tilghman helping us I don’t think I would have lived to tell this tale.




  Mary Tilghman:




  It was the summer of ’68—Bill was driving the team and wagon home from a trip. He’d taken myself, our sisters Josephine and Hattie and our brother Frank hunting blackberries—Bill had been the man of the house when Pa and our oldest brother, Richard, had gone off to fight in the War Between the States. Bill was still a boy then—now he seemed much older, yet he never let us think that about him as he acted as our Pa had before his departure. It was Bill who’d taken down Pa’s muzzle-loading gun to hunt game for the family. And wouldn’t you know it, he was pretty good with that old gun. He kept us supplied each night with rabbit, duck, and quail. We never had our stomachs empty, thanks to young Bill. Even after the Pa’s return, Bill kept hunting game for us all to eat as father had lost eyesight in the war, making it difficult for him to hunt now, and Richard had lost his stomach for violence.




  On our trip back from blackberry hunting we saw a plume of dust on the horizon, which meant we were about to have a visitor. Within minutes the stranger reined up beside our wagon. He was mounted on no prancing charger, only a sturdy government mule, but he rode with the easy grace of a Plainsman. Tall, he was over six feet, splendidly built, and his face as handsome as his form, with strong clear-cut features and keen, dark-blue eyes, long drooping mustache, and hair curling upon his shoulders. He spoke in a slow assured manner, saying, “Good morning, boys and young ladies.”




  My sisters, Josie and Hattie, giggled and covered their mouths with their hands as they watched this handsome stranger. I, of course, did no such thing; I was much too old to be so girlish.




  “Good afternoon,” Bill replied, seemingly blushing even more than our sisters.




  “I’m looking for a man driving a team of mules and a covered wagon. Did you happen to see anything like that?”




  I expected Bill to reply quickly, yet no answer came from him. He seemed lost in admiration—I don’t think he even heard the stranger ask the question. Never had I seen a man so dashing or so bold as to wear his hair so long—it reached his shoulders and it was almost as long as mine. His hat was broad; his shirt was of soft-looking deerskin, his jacket of brown buckskin with leather fringes across the back and down the sleeves. At his waist hung a pair of gleaming, silver pistols. He would have been comical had he not been so dashing.




  Above this it was his grand manner that made the biggest impression on me. I was certain that this man could talk his way into or out of anything. I think I’m blushing now as I remember him.




  “Son, I asked you if you’d seen a pair of mules and a wagon.” His voice was stricter this time. I nudged Bill to respond.




  “Oh, yes sir,” Bill answered sharply. “We did see them back that way a couple of miles. They’re headed toward Atchison.”




  The man peered over us and back the way Bill had indicated. He pulled a map from his saddlebag and squinted as he studied it. “You say this road leads to Atchison then?”




  “Yes sir.”




  “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, you’ve saved me a lot of riding, much obliged. Good day.” He swept his hat off in a salute of farewell—my sisters, I believed, were about to faint—and spurred his horse off toward Atchison.




  Bill wasn’t himself the rest of the day; I had to drive the team home, as he was clearly dreaming of being exactly like that man we’d just met. It wasn’t until later that week that we saw a newspaper article explaining who he was. I believe the story in the paper went something like this:




  

    

      Atchison had a distinguished visitor this week. Mr. Hickok, famous marshal of Abilene, known as “Wild Bill.” The most expert pistol shot in the West. He is now a deputy U.S. Marshal and scout at Fort Hays, and came here, following for four hundred miles a stolen team of mules and wagon. The thief had just sold them, but Wild Bill nabbed him before he left town, and took back the stolen property.


    


  




  It wasn’t long before Bill was running around pretending to be Wild Bill Hickok and telling everyone who’d listen that he was goin’ to be a scout and lawman like the real Wild Bill Hickok. Ma looked worried that she would lose Bill to the frontier. Bill saw this in Ma’s eyes and told her one evening, “Not right away, Ma. I won’t leave until I’m ready.”




  Molly Prather:




  The very first time I saw Billy Tilghman walk by our house I turned to my mother and said, “Ma, I believe that I’m sweet on that boy.”




  My Ma wasn’t always the nicest of women and she scolded me right quick. “Molly, don’t you go runnin’ round doin’ things with that boy you ought not be doin’, you hear me, girl? Those Tilghmans are nothin’ but trouble, you git that in your head right this minute. Hell, they’re nothin’ but Union lovers and it ain’t right for a proper southern girl like yourself to git mixed up with a Yankee like him.”




  I’d been taught since before the war that Yankees were always up to no good. Still there was something about this Yankee that I liked. He’d walk by the house every morning runnin’ into town for his ma as they just lived in the way from us. The war was over; there weren’t no more North and South—we were all Americans, I suppose.




  It ain’t like I hadn’t done it before—hell I was twelve by-god years old already—my Pa introduced me to the original sin one night about a year ago after he’d spent most of the day drinking. I believe he had me confused with Ma, but that was all right, I don’t begrudge Pa for making me a woman—it ain’t like I wasn’t curious about the whole experience and waiting for a boy like Billy Tilghman to pluck my cherry would leave me a old virgin no doubt.




  No, Billy was a right fine gentleman, unlike most of the men I knew. I wondered how Billy would be at humping. He’s so tall and full of muscles I can feel my legs tremble just thinking about it. I know it ain’t right for a woman to go on about such things but I’d never felt much like a woman anyhow, with Ma always tellin’ me I was too damn ugly to git a man no how. So I didn’t feel the need to stop Pa that night. It might be the only plucking I git unless one of my fool brothers wants a go. No, forget that—they’re so stupid and pigheaded I wouldn’t give ’em the satisfaction.




  There was goin’ to be a dance over in town one Sunday and I decided not to wait on Billy Tilghman to ask me. I woke early Saturday morning and waited outside for Billy to walk by as he always did. Sure ’nuff there he came, his long legs strolling along. When I jumped off the porch I think I scared him half to death.




  “Mornin’, Billy,” I said.




  “Morning, Miss Molly.” He was a shy fourteen-year-old.




  “Nice out, ain’t it?” I said, waiting to see if he’d ask me.




  “Very nice, Miss Molly.”




  “Billy,” I replied, swishing my dress back and fourth with my hands, “you goin’ to the dance tomorrow night?”




  “Reckon’ not, Miss Molly—can’t dance,” he admitted.




  “You could go with me,” I said. “I’ll teach you how to move...and dance too...iffen you want.”




  Boy, Billy turned as red as a beet.




  “Well, you think that would be all right with your folks Miss Molly—” he was saying when I leaned over and kissed him on the lips.




  “Great, see you tomorrow, Billy.”




  Sunday night came and Billy and I walked to the dance. He was so handsome—all dressed fancy. I’d taken a dress from my Ma’s closet without her knowin’, of course.




  He stopped outside the barn, holding his hat in his hands. I grabbed his hands, as he seemed too afraid to take mine.




  “What’s wrong, Billy?”




  “Miss Molly, like I said yesterday, I wasn’t lying when I told ya that I couldn’t dance.”




  “Oh, Billy, I don’t care about dancin’.” I walked him around past the barn into the field near a large tree. I sat on the ground and waited from him to join me. He stood, his hat still in his hands. He was so handsome standing there—so tall and lean.




  “Now what’s wrong, Billy?” I asked.




  “Nothin’ Miss Molly. Just don’t want your brothers or folks getting the wrong idea about us.”




  He was such a nice boy.




  “Don’t you worry none about my folks; they’re off drinkin’ and raising hell. They won’t remember tonight no how, and as for my brothers, those fools I can handle. Now git those britches off and let’s have ourselves a good ole time right here.”




  You would’ve thought I called his Ma some unholy name. The look on his face was plain awful. “Miss Molly—that ain’t what I had planned, just to let you know...”




  He was so cute tryin’ to git out-of-the-way of his embarrassment. “Billy, I asked you out and now I’m wantin’ to git poked. Hurry up and drop those britches. And while you’re at it help me with my dress.”




  His hands were trembling as he reached for the back of my dress—I could tell he’d never done it before. I felt special that I was goin’ to be his first. He managed to git my dress undone in the back and I shook it down to my feet, still waitin’ for him to git nekked.




  I laughed. “Billy, it’s goin’ to be awfully difficult to do it with those britches of yours still on.”




  He dropped his hat and fumbled at his britches. I was practically completely nekked when I heard them. My brothers. And from the sound of them they’d been drinkin’.




  “Well, well, well, lookie here little brother—our sis thinks she’ goin’ to poke this here Yankee tonight,” said my older brother Ed, slurring his words.




  My brother Harry held a jug of rotgut—I could smell it from where they were standing, which was just behind Billy. Billy panicked and turned around, forgetting that he’d undone his pants. They fell to the ground leaving his pecker and bare ass shining in the moonlight.




  My brothers laughed at him. I remembered trembling, as I wanted Billy to turn around so I could git a right fine look at his thing. Billy scrambled to pull up his pants, never uttering a word—but surefire he was spooked.




  “Look at that pitiful Yankee pecker,” Ed joked to Harry. “It’s a wonder old Bobby Lee surrendered to the north, ain’t it?”




  Billy ran off into the night despite me callin’ for him to stop. He was gone as quick as a shot.




  “What are you lookin’ at?” I asked Ed.




  “My sis, a no-good northern-lovin’ harlot,” he said. He reeked of whiskey and sweat. “Think maybe I should tell Pa to teach you somethin’ about those Yankees and what they used to do to the Rebels.”




  “C’mon Ed, leave her alone—let’s go inside and find us a girl to dance with,” Harry urged, tugging on Ed’s shirt.




  “Why? We already got us a girl ready to git poked, ain’t that right, sis?” Ed said.




  “What about it, Molly?” Harry asked.




  “Reckon’ I’m already nekked for the most part—might as well, let me see those peckers, boys.” I was thinking about Billy each time my brothers took me that night. It wasn’t even a year later I found out I was with child and not knowing which one of my brothers was the father. I dreamed that Billy Tilghman and I’d done it and that he was the father of my child. I regretted not having given him myself that night.




  The baby died at birth and I ended up marrying the Doc who helped deliver it. I guess I did all right for me and eventually did have a family. Still I think about Billy everyday as I look out my window, waiting to see if he’ll ever walk past by it again.




  Jude Bucknum:




  When we—my partner Oliver Rife and I—started to the range for our first winter hunt of ’69, we bought one ton of ammunition—sixteen hundred pounds of lead and four hundred pounds of powder—besides shells and paper caps that we bought in Atchison. It was here that my partner and I had met a young, lanky kid named Bill Tilghman and his cousin Will Shepherd. Oliver and I had witnessed Bill’s expert shooting ability with a gun and asked him if he wanted to come along as we were goin’ to be buffalo hunters. He agreed and ran home to tell his folks of his decision.




  Bill told Oliver and me that when he told his folks he was leaving to hunt buffalo his father only replied that it was dangerous. Bill countered there was good money in it as they were paying five dollars a hide. Besides, Bill said, it wasn’t dangerous iffen you knew what you were doin’. We didn’t, but we were willing to learn for sure.




  Bill and his father rode into Atchison the next morning after we met him and Oliver and I found his father to be polite. We may have been only a tad older than Bill and Will but we were confident that we could make it hunting the buffaloes.




  Our equipment consisted of a team of horses and a flatbed wagon, tent and blankets, guns and ammunition. We may not have had the best guns to hunt buffalo with, but we were aiming to give it a go anyhow. Bill claimed that he could kill a prairie chicken from forty yards, shooting with either hand. Yet a pistol wouldn’t do anything to the hide of a buffalo.




  His father watched us quietly as we went over our supplies and equipment, then without saying a word he reached into the back of his wagon and removed something hidden beneath a blanket. He handed it to Bill then said, “Billy, I want you to have this.”




  Bill, Oliver, and I all stared openmouthed at what his father had gave him—a Sharpe’s .40-caliber rifle he had gotten in the war. The rifle was far better than any gun we had and was much more accurate and stronger for penetrating the buffalo’s hide.




  “You sure you want me to have this?” Bill asked his father.




  “I’m sure,” his father replied.




  Bill took the gun then embraced his father. From the look of the whole incident you would have thought the two had never hugged before. Bill would later tell us that it was the only time in their lives they had.




  Will Shepherd:




  Bill was my cousin and since he now owned the best gun, he was allowed to drive the wagon. Oliver and I jumped in back, Jude climbed up beside Bill. Bill also was the only one, besides me, to have gone west before. Back when we’d just turned fifteen we’d traveled across the plains and the mountains beyond on a small-game hunting trip with another cousin of ours, John Flush, so, he, like me, knew the lay of the land.




  Bill also boasted he was the best shot of the four of us. Jude and Oliver were ready to concede that honor to Bill; I wasn’t. He handled the whip expertly over the horses’ heads and they leaned hard against harness collars. The wagon groaned, then slowly began to move forward.




  “We’ll follow the Santa Fe Trail ’till we come to the great bend of the Arkansas,” Bill said. “Then we can ask where to find the herds.”




  “Why don’t we just bust go straight west until we come to a buffalo herd and start shooting?” asked Oliver Rife.




  “Yeah, ain’t that what we came out here to do?” Jude added.




  Bill was surprised that Jude and Oliver acted like such greenhorns. He looked at me and I just shrugged. “The easy part’s shooting ’em, the hard part’s sellin’ ’em,” I answered.




  “After we kill ’em we gotta skin ’em, cut out the steaks and roasts, pile the hides and the meat on the wagon, then get it to market to sell before it all goes bad,” Bill explained.




  “There’s no point in huntin’ iffen we ain’t aiming to make money, Ollie,” Jude said to his partner.




  “So, we’ve gotta hunt near a railroad town where the hides can be shipped quickly back east,” Bill explained.




  “What about Dodge City? I hear they ship a lot of buffalo hides outta there,” Oliver said.




  “A lot of hides are shipped east from Dodge on the Santa Fe line,” Bill agreed judiciously.




  “Over in Hays they got ’nother good spot; they have the Kansas Pacific Railroad runnin’ from there,” I added.




  “We can decide between the two when we get to the Arkansas River,” Bill replied. He was anxious to get moving. So was I.




  For near two weeks we rode in that creaking wagon, finally coming on an elevation called Pawnee Rock. Just under our feet was the valley of the Arkansas River that swept north in its great bend—cottonwoods, willows, and elms dotted its shores. Beyond the valley lay the Great Plains or short grass country, which had seen all sorts of pioneers who’d traveled over the land headed to places like California.




  It was home to the buffalo. We all, though Bill would never admit it, stood there staring awestruck at the plains. By a vote of three to one, Oliver voting for Dodge City, we decided to head towards Hays.




  Once in Hays we found not a town like we had expected, but a village of about a half-dozen houses, a saloon—this made Oliver happy—a barrack-like hotel, a restaurant—which delighted Bill—and a railway depot. The town—I mean village—was seemingly created for one industry—buffalo hunting.




  This was one of the base camps buffalo hunters used when they went out into the plains to hunt, returning to Hays with their kill. The smell of the meat was overwhelming comin’ from besides the railway depot building, lying in the shade, purplish-red and glutinous, covered in a swarm of flies.




  “I betcha when the wind’s just right a man could smell Hays from miles away,” Oliver said, covering his nose with his hands.




  “I’m gonna check out the livery stable see if we can rent some horses,” Bill announced.




  Oliver laughed. “Bill, we already have horses and a wagon.”




  “We can’t all ride back once we have the hides and meat piled on the wagon, can we?” Bill shot back.




  “Fine, you do that. I’ll check out the saloon,” Oliver said walking away. Jude followed him, shaking his head.




  Bill shook his head also. “Bill, I’ll go with you,” I said, climbing up to take the seat next to him on the wagon.




  * * * *




  The liveryman sat in his chair dozing, his hat pulled over his eyes, his chair tilted against the stable wall. He heard the wagon and horses pull up but he didn’t deign to open his eyes.




  Bill spoke up. “Excuse me sir, we’d like to rent some horses.”




  The man still didn’t move. Finally he shoved his hat back and opened his eyes. He looked at us, spat into the dust at his feet, then began to pull the hat back down over his eyes.




  “I said we’d like to rent some horses,” Bill restated, his voice more agitated.




  “What in blazes fer?” bellowed the liveryman.




  “Hunting,” I replied, seeing Bill’s patience beginning to wear.




  “You boys huntin’ rabbits?” asked the liveryman with a laugh.




  “Buffalo,” Bill said firmly. “We’re hunting buffalo.”




  “Good God almighty!” The liveryman gasped, looking towards the heavens, laughing harder this time. “Every young greenhorn that comes west fancies himself a buffalo hunter.”




  “We’re not greenhorns,” I snapped.




  “Yer not dry behind the ears either,” the liveryman retorted.




  “We’ve got money to rent,” I spoke up. Bill pulled a roll of bills from his pocket.




  “You boys ever hunt buffalo before?” he asked, eyeing the roll of bills.




  “No,” Bill answered reluctantly.




  “You boys ’er goin’ to git my horses kilt, yourselves along with ’em,” he said.




  Bill made to speak or strike the man, I wasn’t sure which, so I held him back and this stopped him from saying a word.




  The man finally stood up and ushered us into the stable.




  “Go and pick you out a couple of good ’uns,” he said. We made our selections of two horses and saddles and after hitching the animals to the back of the wagon, the liveryman came up to Bill and myself.




  “You know where to shoot a buffalo to kill ’em damn near instantly?”




  Bill shook his head that he didn’t.




  “His heart,” the liveryman said. “Just behind the front shoulder, ’bout halfway up his chest.”




  Bill nodded and replied, “Much obliged.”




  “Iffen you don’t get a clear shot at the heart, it’s better not to shoot at all. Buffalo are peaceful enough critters ’til wounded or spooked—then look out! There ain’t nothin’ scarier than a buffalo stampede. The pack, a couple thousand of ’em, start to move, they run wild-eyed, shoulder to shoulder, blackening the landscape; the ground shakes even when they’re miles away from you. Yer pony can’t outrun ’em, yer only chance is to outflank ’em, get outta their path. Iffen you don’t yer done fer. Their hooves’ll cut you to pieces. Even seen a stampede turn a railway car into a pile of sawdust. The iron wheels had been driven through the ground. Now you boys try not to git my horses or yerselves kilt.”




  “Thanks for the advice,” Bill said.




  “Yeah, thanks,” I added, taking the reins to the team and wagon as Bill mounted one of the horses we’d just rented.




  “Another thing you boys should be ’ware of,” the liveryman called out. “Don’t go makin’ camp too far ’way from the trail. Injuns, ya know?”




  “We’ll handle the Indians,” Bill said confidently.




  “You think so?” the liveryman said, scratching his chin. “Ever seen a scalped man? Not fer the squeamish...”




  We didn’t give him the chance to continue to try and frighten us—we rode off to collect the others.




  Oliver was sullen, as he’d been denied entry into the saloon, having been thrown unceremoniously into the street, which Jude thought was outright funny.




  * * * *




  It seemed like we traveled for miles seeing neither Indian nor buffalo on the horizon. The emptiness of the plains was frightening and unsettling and I for one began to doubt the journey.




  As we camped, Bill and Jude were afraid to make a fire, fearing it would attract Indians and scare off the buffalo. We ate a cold supper, cleaned our tin plates by scrubbing them with dirt and grass, pitched our tent and crawled inside, lying close together. We were all exhausted, though also excited, and found it difficult to fall asleep. We talked for most of the night, each of us boasting on how many buffalo we’d kill. At last sleep took hold of us and the night was silent.




  * * * *




  We hadn’t been asleep long when Bill shot right up—then we all heard the noise. It was an animal. It started with a bark, and then rose, wavering to a full octave, held a high, clear note, and then fell away. It was the howl of an animal for sure.




  “Nothin’ but a coyote, boys, go back to sleep,” Bill said.




  “Don’t they follow buffalo herds?” Jude asked.




  “Yeah, I hear they wait for the old or sick ones to fall off the pace, then they eat ’em,” I said, sitting up, awake again.




  “Then there must be a herd nearby,” Bill added.




  There was a long silence, broken by Oliver who said, “Do buffalo stampede at night?”




  “Reckon’ not,” Bill replied. “Never heard of one—why?”




  “Good, let’s get some more sleep then,” Oliver snapped, falling quickly back to sleep. But I know for me sleep didn’t return easily. Those coyotes kept howling throughout the night.




  * * * *




  At dawn we were packed, saddled, and on the move within an hour. We rode slowly at first, scanning the horizon for any sight of the herd. Suddenly the horses got nervous, dancin’ at the slightest noise.




  “See that?” Bill said. “The horses smell ’em; we must be downwind of the herd.”




  It wasn’t but ten, fifteen minutes later at the very most when we heard them.




  “Thunder? I don’t see any clouds,” Oliver joked.




  “That’s not thunder, Ollie,” I told him, then pointed to south of us. “Look there!”




  The herd was enormous, thousands of the beasts, so many we couldn’t see the grass any more. They were grazing, moaning a throaty noise as they savored the sweet grass.




  Bill had the Sharp’s out from his saddle holster in a flash. Since he was the best shot—though I would contest that assessment—and it was his father’s gun—he was selected to make the first kill. We advanced on the herd cautiously and were completely ignored by the critters. At about twenty yards Bill reined his horse, sighted his rifle and fired. It was a clean kill; the buffalo fell to its side, kicked a few times before finally succumbing to death.




  When two more shots rang out both Bill and I flinched. We saw Jude and Oliver had taken shots but had only managed to wound two bulls. The herd began to become alarmed as Oliver continued to shoot his wounded bull, his gun unable to penetrate the thick hide of the beast.




  Bill hollered at Oliver to no avail to quit shooting—Oliver couldn’t hear him. Fear became contagious among the herd and it began to run—first only the outer edge was moving, counterclockwise around the massive center—then the entire herd was swept into frenzy.




  The beasts were so tightly packed that it looked like a big, brown wave was sweeping across the plains. Bill and I managed to ride out beside the herd, avoiding any real trouble. Jude had also gotten to safety. Oliver was still trying to finish off his bull when he finally turned and saw the stampede. Oliver headed for safety but was taken by the herd. Bill rushed his horse in and somehow managed to pull Oliver out of harm’s way.




  “Woooeee!” Jude screamed. “Lookee at that, fellers! There must be a hundred dead buffalo from that stampede.”




  I looked out and sure enough Jude was correct; the strewn bodies of at least a hundred dead buffalo marked the plains.




  “We’re rich!” Oliver cried. He was battered, dirty, and had a few cuts—otherwise the fool was fine.




  “You’re lucky you’re not dead,” I scolded him.




  “But I’m not,” he shot back. “And lookee there’s at least a hundred of ’em lyin’ there at five dollars a hide—”




  “Not lyin’ there,” Bill corrected Oliver. “But waiting for us to skin ’em and cut ’em up so we can deliver ’em back to Hays. So lets get to skinnin’ ’em.”




  “Aw, c’mon,” Oliver shouted. “I almost died and that was a real hard ride. I’m plumb tuckered out. I need to rest awhile, Bill.”




  Bill looked to the heavens, and my gaze followed. “It’s about midday, which means we got a good six hours of sun left. We gotta get those hides off and staked to the ground to sun-dry,” Bill explained firmly.




  “I could use some rest too, Bill,” Jude added.




  “You two do what you like,” Bill snapped. “But if you don’t do yer share of the work you don’t get yer share of the money either.”




  That was a potent enough argument, for the boys pulled themselves together long enough for the four of us to go to work. It was the most disgusting work I’ve ever done or seen. Not only were those damn hides so enormous, they stunk, and flies instantly appeared like magic on the dead creatures. Especially on the ones that laid in the sun the longest ’fore we could git to ’em. Those flies were so thick on ’em I had flies in my nose and mouth.




  Stripping the hides was only part of the whole process—next we had to scrape them then stake the hides out to dry. We each had blood up to our shoulders, in our boots—and poor Oliver’d gotten some in his mouth, makin’ him throw up in red gushes.




  Bill was the only one of us not bothered by all of it. He’d stripped about a dozen or more of the critters before I’d done three. Jude was fairly good also, yet Oliver, once he’d thrown buffalo blood, was moving very slowly, like molasses in winter.




  The cutting we had to do with nothing but a simple hunting knife, and darkness was fast becoming our enemy. Bill and I both grew tired of Oliver’s complaining and slow movements. With the pending darkness the threat that Indians could appear at any moment also weighed on our minds.




  Finally, I’m not sure how many hours after we’d started this drudgery, we’d loaded the last hide on the wagon.




  * * * *




  When the last hide and carcass had been delivered back in Hays and we had money in our pockets, Jude and Oliver each announced that was the only buffalo hunting either planned to do.




  “We’re goin’ to celebrate by throwin’ a big party,” Oliver said. “You boys comin’?”




  Bill shook his head that he wasn’t.




  “No, after getting a bath, think I’ll round up a steak, then a nice hotel room with a big, soft mattress and get some sleep,” I replied.




  “Whatcha goin’ to do with your money, Bill?” Jude asked.




  “I’m gonna buy me this here horse I’ve been riding. He’s a good buffalo pony; no need to keep paying rent on him,” Bill answered quietly.




  “Yer a load of fun, Bill,” Oliver said and laughed, slapping Bill on the shoulder.




  “Damn it, Bill,” Jude exploded. “That’s the hardest money we’ve ever earned—can’t you enjoy it?”




  “Aw, leave him be, Bill’s a natural. You know it and I know it,” I said. “We saw him out there, he’s at home on the plains—he’s a real frontiersman.”




  “Not me,” Oliver was quick to reply. “I’m headin’ back east ’til I come to the first saloon with dancin’ girls.”




  Jude and Oliver would never return to the plains or buffalo hunting. I tagged along with Bill for a few more months before I’d had enough. Bill would continue to hunt for a few years, breaking all the records of the legendary hunters like Buffalo Bill Cody.




  It was like Bill told me the night our first hunt ended in Hays, “I like it out here.”




  Yep, Bill was a natural and at home on the frontier.




  Bat Masterson:




  On what was once known as our great American plains which, a generation ago, furnished a habitat for the wild Indian, the buffalo, the deer and the antelope, today can be seen thousands of beautiful homes, in which none of the evidences of higher civilization are lacking.




  I was buffalo hunting at the same time as Billy Tilghman. Though we never actually hunted together, we’d met on numerous occasions in and out of Dodge City. There was this one time that Billy had located a buffalo-hunting camp on the extreme western border of Barbour County in Kansas. In fact, I believe Bill was the first white man to go hunting that close to the Indian Reservation line. Billy Tilghman is one of the few surviving white men who reached the south-west border of Kansas before the advent of railroads, who is still in harness and, to all intents and purpose, as good both physically and mentally as ever.




  He was a slim-built, bright-looking youth, scarcely seventeen years old, pulled up for camp one evening on the bank of the Medicine Lodge River in southwestern Kansas, only a few miles north of the boundary line between Kansas and the Indian Territory. An Indian uprising lasting more than a year had been put down the year previous by General Custer and, as a natural consequence, the Indians who’d taken part in the uprising entertained for the white man anything but a friendly feeling.




  Billy Tilghman, like others in that country at the time, became a buffalo hunter and was working along nicely until the Indians got after him. The Indians, by the terms of the treaty lately concluded with the government, had no right to leave their reservation without first obtaining permission from their agent. It was therefore as unlawful for an Indian to be found in Kansas without government permission as it would have been for a white man to enter the Indian Territory for the purpose of either hunting or trading whiskey with the Indians. The Indians, however, cared little for treaty stipulations at the time and often crossed over into Kansas for the purpose of pillage as well as killing buffalo.

