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Introduction



I began my journey down the outlaw trail in 1980. A very odd series of events turned my interest in the Younger brothers into a passionate thirst for the facts surrounding their lives, both the years dedicated to outlawry and the years prior when they were the respected sons of a wealthy and venerable civil servant named Henry Washington Younger. At that time, there wasn’t a lot of information about the Youngers. It was their partners in crime—Jesse and Frank James—who were placed first in the public’s interest for over a hundred years. Uncovering the facts behind the Younger story was a ten-year project that took me to over twelve states, countless archives, courthouses, museums and historical societies, visits to each of the locations of their robberies and life events, and interaction with dozens of people who just might have information, a clue or a lead, including Younger and James family members. One of the people I met was Wilbur Zink of Appleton City, Missouri.


Wilbur was a Pearl Harbor veteran who owned a car dealership and was also a pastor. He was not a historian but rather a collector of historical items. He also held a personal connection to an important piece of Younger history. His grandfather David Crowder played into the story of the ill-fated Roscoe Gun battle, where John Younger—the lesser-known outlaw brother—had met his fate during an altercation with men working with the Pinkerton Agency to eliminate the James-Younger Gang. Wilbur made it his goal to learn as much as he could about the shootout, and he eventually wrote a booklet about the event. He enjoyed telling the story and was the guest speaker at many civic and club gatherings.


During my second visit with Wilbur, he graciously took me to the site of the confrontation and the locations that were integral to that fateful twenty-four hours in 1874. He asked if I was brave enough to travel into the backwoods of rural Monagaw Springs, Missouri, to climb into the brush and down into the cave that overlooked the Osage River, the site of the Youngers favorite “hide out.” I was thrilled to say yes, I was. It was an experience I treasure to this day.


As Wilbur grew to know me and appreciate my dedication to unearthing the factual stories concerning the Youngers, he shared something with me. He said he was in possession of letters that were written by Jim Younger to his first love, Cora Lee McNeil. He claimed Cora’s daughter, Edwynne Neill “Deedee” Deming Deane, had given the letters to him. Cora Lee McNeil was the daughter of Dr. D.C. McNeil and Elizabeth Wright. Cora died April 20, 1942, in Los Angeles. “Deedee” was the third of Cora Lee’s children from her first marriage to E. J. Deming. Born October 24, 1889, Deedee died in February 1976 in Banning, California.


Wilbur told me no one had ever seen the letters and that Ms. Deane had said that he wasn’t to show them to anyone else. Regardless, on my third visit, he laid one of the letters on his desk in front of me, raised his eyebrows and left the room for a period of time. The document before me was Jim’s description of his brother Bob. I quickly copied down the information and when Wilbur reentered the room, he smiled and took the document away. This was a solid piece of research for me and helped me on my way to further clues and historical data in my quest to better know the Younger brothers, Bob in particular. To my knowledge, Wilbur Zink never shared the letters he had in his possession with others, nor did he allow me a further look even though he knew I was writing what has come to be the definitive history of the Younger family. My book The Outlaw Youngers: A Confederate Brotherhood was published in 1992.


Sadly, Wilbur died in 2010. Years later, his outlaw collection came up for auction with the Heritage Auction house and I noticed with delight that many of the Jim Younger letters were available. I purchased the letters, anxious to find what other gems of Younger history they contained. Upon sorting through the file, I was surprised to see that it was Deedee Deane’s request to Wilbur that the letters be published. After both their deaths, Cora Lee wanted the world to know of the love she shared with Jim Younger and felt the letters would shed light on the sensitive, complex, and dear man she knew Jim to be. In exchange for Wilbur’s efforts on her behalf, Deedee gave Wilbur the violin that Jim had used to comfort and amuse him while serving his life sentence in the Stillwater Penitentiary. I was quite surprised that the letters were not to have been kept secret as I was told, but rather to have been made public by Wilbur. Why he chose to hold on to the letters and not share them remains a mystery to me.


Regardless of Wilbur’s motive, the documents are now in my possession and they make for fascinating reading. (Since the time I obtained the letters, other letters have been made available through other auctions, but other than reestablishing the romance between Cora Lee and Jim they are not of the value as these.) The letters and recollections contain many nuggets of truth, but also a healthy helping of revisionism. Some of the errors in fact or time may be because of Jim’s failing mind or impaired memory, while some of them might be Jim’s attempt to remember negative events differently so as to paint things in a more favorable light. Some may be outright alibis or lies. The letters cover many topics, including Jim’s version of the Northfield Bank robbery, his participation in the Roscoe Gun Battle (which differs slightly from Wilbur’s earlier account), Jim’s dreams for a positive future, his love of Cora Lee McNeil, the controversy about reporter Alix Muller, his suicide, and more. One element of the documents that caught my eye and answered a question that has puzzled Younger historians and those interested in their history for decades: Upon parole, why were Cole and Jim Younger forbidden to marry? That was an unusual restriction and Jim’s requests to alter this requirement were repeatedly denied without given cause. I was astonished to find the answer to this perplexing turn of events.


Along with Jim’s letters are letters and documents from Ms. Deane that tell the story from the memories of her mother, Cora Lee. Jim’s story is further made flesh from Cora Lee’s accounts.* A rare look into the life of such a historic figure is a splendid treat. All in all, these unique documents have at last given us insight into Jim Younger’s life as well as allowed us at last to hear Jim’s story in his own words.





* Unfortunately, a photograph of Cora Lee McNeil has proven impossible for me to find.





CHAPTER 1

Unfulfilled Love


In 1877, the James-Younger Gang committed arguablythe most famous bank robbery in American history. The place was Northfield, Minnesota. The details of that robbery—who was inside the bank, the motive of the outlaws, who shot the cashier—continue to be debated to this day. What is clearly historical fact is that the three Younger brothers who participated—Cole, Jim, and Bob—were sentenced to Stillwater Penitentiary in Minnesota for twenty-five years to life. Bob Younger would die there in 1889 at the age of thirty-five, the victim of consumption. A massive effort by noted politicians and respectable men and women to request that parole be granted to the Youngers, so that Bob might return home to Missouri to die, proved to be in vain. Cole and Jim would again apply for parole after serving twenty-five years; the usual time those sentenced the same would serve before being released. Their prospects looked good; the three Youngers were exemplary inmates. They held responsible jobs in the prison, never got into trouble, got along with Stillwater’s administration, and even once during a fire were given weapons to guard the other inmates against the possibility of escape. One might say that the Youngers simply accepted that they were guilty of the robbery and resigned themselves to the twenty-five years behind bars that had been their decree. However, when other prisoners who had committed greater crimes began to be released, the Youngers, and those who had been attempting for years to get them set free, were perplexed. The appeal of Cole and Jim fell on the deaf ears of Governor William R. Merriam, who arbitrarily decided that he was not going to release the Youngers under any circumstances. Governor Merriam didn’t care that it was the “usual” practice to release prisoners after they served ten years. He didn’t care that the two brothers had done all they could to repent, get along well at Stillwater and learn acceptable trades. He didn’t care that important and respected men from both Missouri and Minnesota wrote letters and made personal appeals to see that the Youngers were set free. Merriam held a secret: his father had been one of their victims, humiliated at the hand of one of the outlaws—likely Jesse James—who robbed a train on which he was a passenger at Gad’s Hill Missouri in 1874. That was enough for Governor Merriam. He preferred that Cole and Jim Younger rot in jail.


There’s no denying that Merriam was angry, unforgiving, and vengeful. Yet new information from years past suggests that there was more to the story. That quite possibly the only reason the Youngers were released at all was because of the interference and involvement of a Minnesota judge who had his own agenda that had nothing to do with the honorable release of two men who had paid their debt to society. The judge’s purpose was to manipulate the laws of Minnesota to serve his own best interest.


Yet in order to understand all this, we must know more about the brothers’ history, Jim’s in particular. The story may have played out for Jim Younger in Minnesota, but it began in Missouri.


The marriage of Jim’s parents, Henry Washington Younger from Crab Orchard, Kentucky, and Bursheba Leigh Fristoe from McMinnville, Tennessee, was a blending of prestige and pioneer spirit. Henry’s family had relocated to Missouri seeking new opportunities, and Henry eventually became the owner of hundreds of acres of land, a livery, and a general goods store. He was active in local politics and community affairs both in Jackson County and Cass County. Bursheba was the daughter of Judge Richard Marshall Fristoe, who served on the bench in Jackson County, Missouri. After Henry and Bursheba married in 1830, the couple wasted no time in starting a family and laying down roots deep into the soil of Western Missouri. They would enjoy fourteen children: Laura Helen (“Laura”), Isabelle Frances (“Belle”), Martha Anne (“Anne”), Charles Richard (“Dick”), Mary Josephine (“Josie”), Caroline, Thomas Coleman (“Cole”), Sarah Ann (“Sally”), James Hardin (“Jim”), Alphae, John Harrison, Emily J. (“Emma”), Robert Ewing (“Bob”), and Henrietta (“Retta”).


Their third son, Jim Younger, was a quiet young man. Extremely intelligent, Jim never was as popular as his older brothers Dick and Cole, choosing to read books rather than socialize or become involved with politics or community issues. Education was very important to the Younger family. Dick attended college and in those early years, their cousin Stephen Carter Ragan privately taught Cole, Jim, and the Younger daughters.


After the trauma visited upon his family during the Border War and the War between the States, Jim became even more introspective. The murder of Henry Younger at the hands of militia officer Irvin Walley was devastating to Jim and his family. Jim had been at the party where Walley and his brother Cole came into conflict, and it was the altercation between Cole and Walley that eventually resulted in the murder of Cole and Jim’s father in retribution. It had been Jim who had been “in charge” of the family while Henry was on his ill-fated trip to purchase goods for his dry goods store, only to be killed on his way home. Family meant everything to Jim. The ever-faithful young man thought he should join Quantrill’s group of Confederate Irregulars to seek vengeance for all that Irvin Walley had taken from his family, but Cole convinced Jim to stay at home to watch over their mother and younger brothers, John and Bob. It was Jim who hid in the field lest he be arrested when the Union Army ordered his mother Bursheba to take what few possessions she could and then burn the family home to the ground. Jim was overseeing the safety of his family when over 100 young women, including his sisters Josie, Caroline, and Sally, were taken to a makeshift jail by Union soldiers—a jail that would collapse, killing several and injuring dozens. By the end of those turbulent war years, Jim Younger suffered suffocating guilt from not being able to keep his family safe. He would devote the rest of his life to the wellbeing of his family, no matter the personal cost.




“ Jim Younger maintained always the deep rooted mystery of their father’s murder, the robbery and the persecution of the family, stemmed from the murder itself,” writes Deedee Deane. “ Colonel Younger made no secret of the fact that he was a Union man. He owned no slaves. All the Negros working for him were on salary. The older ones remained because it was the only home they knew, and being human, the problem of putting down cold in new places was unthinkable to them.”





After eventually joining the guerillas and his ultimate release from Alton Prison as a former Prisoner of War, Jim helped his family however he could, but he had become even more of a loner. He worked the cattle enterprise with his brothers and nurtured his life-long love of horses. He continued to read voraciously and spent long hours in deep thought. Although he would later deny it, Jim was guilted into joining his brothers and the James boys when they committed a train robbery near Adair, Iowa, in 1873. The overturning of the train and the death of the engineer convinced Jim that he didn’t have the desire or the stomach for such recklessness. He chose to sit out the rest of the robberies, save one. He dreamed not of revenge but of someday owning and directing a horse breeding business. His dreams didn’t end there after Cora Lee McNeil came into his life.


It is no secret that Jim’s romance with Cora Lee was important to him. Yet the depth of their relationship and its ultimate position in Jim’s life—and his suicide at the age of fifty-four—have never really been revealed. Jim sought to keep his feelings for Cora Lee private and his later life was tied to the deception of a certain Ms. Alix Muller. Ms. Muller apparently lied her way into history claiming to be at the most, Jim’s common-law wife, at the least his fiancé. In fact, she was likely neither. Ms. Muller declared the reason for Jim’s suicide was because he was forbidden to marry and his heartbreak at not being able to make Alix Muller his wife was more than he could bear. The letters he wrote the night he died made this theory feasible. But it was not the whole truth. The letters Jim wrote to Cora McNeil seem to substantiate that.


So much of Jim’s personal history has been shrouded in mystery or folklore. Examining Deedee’s letters and narratives and Jim Younger’s letters to her mother finally shine a light on the complexity that was Jim’s life. The letters that Deedee wrote to Wilbur Zink and the material she shared with him are dated throughout the years of 1968 and 1969. They begin with an explanation of why Deedee had chosen to reveal them at that time.




“ The years before our mother Cora Lee McNeil Bennett passed away in 1942, she and I had been sorting, arranging in reference, indexing for filing, the huge mass of data, consisting of letters, pictures, clippings and mementos she had accumulated during the years she worked for the release of Cole and Jim Younger from Stillwater prison in Minnesota,” Deedee wrote. “ It had been her intent, after many years of silence, to at last disclose the truth concerning James Younger’s suicide. In so doing, she would also be revealing the identity of the woman Jim Younger ever loved.


“After Mama ‘went into another room,’ it became necessary for me to store my household goods and accept a splendid out of state position. In packing the Younger material, I came across a large package of letters I had not previously seen in the still unsorted matter.


“ The letters were between two pieces of cardboard, tied with a faded bit of lavender ribbon. Across one piece of cardboard Mama had written, ‘From a Valiant Soul who has passed Beyond. Please burn after I am gone.’


“As I read the words, one envelope slipped from the packet almost as though someone had predetermined that one letter be read before destroying the evidence, proving the singleness of Jim Younger’s love for ‘M.S.R. Corona, Cora Lee.’


“ I had made no effort to untie the ribbon, had no thought to do so. I am positive I was not careless in the handling of the bundle. As I picked it up, I was startled to see the envelope was addressed to my mother, ‘Mrs. George M. Bennett, Deadwood, South Dakota, 52 Taylor Avenue’ in Jim Younger’s large, heavy writing. The postmark read, ‘Mailed on train, St. Paul, Minn, 8:00 p.m. Special Delivery, October 18th 1902.’


“ On the back was the receiving postmark, ‘Deadwood South Dakota, 1:00 p.m. October 20th 1902.’ There was no return address on the envelope that I held, forty years after it had been mailed.


“ In our home mail was not read or opened by anyone other than to whom addressed unless requested to do so. That was a cardinal rule, strictly adhered to. Believing strongly in the Occult (not Spiritualism) as I did then and still do, I was strangely impressed that somehow from out of the unknown it was intended as a message to me, not to be ignored. I was to read that particular letter before I did as Mama had requested, ‘please burn.’


“ I may have been wrong. I had been shown many of Jim’s sketches across the top of his letters, yet was never told to read the personal letter which followed. At the time, the sketches had no meaning for me, only as pen and ink work. I, of course, asked no questions. Mama gave no explanation, as to ‘Corona’ and ‘The Old Fool.’


“ Yes, I read the letter and have no regrets. It was so beautiful, an expression of the tremendous love that lay between my mother and Jim Younger. A love deep-rooted and steadfast, defying circumstances beyond their ability to overcome.


“ Before destroying the letters, as Mama requested, I did copy excerpts that held a strange fascination for me.”





Deedee wrote to Wilbur Zink why she was, at the late date of 1968, finally releasing Cora Lee’s letters and recollections. Cora Lee had dictated her remembrances of Jim to Deedee and long ago had written a fictional account of their relationship in a book she titled Missoura.




“ Mizzoura was primarily to be the story of Cole and Jim Younger, their lives in a ‘throwback’ of pre-Civil War days or as writers of today express it, ‘Antebellum’,” Deedee wrote. “ Thru young manhood, their war experiences pre and during, then past. It was to include the true love stories of both in the hope such a book could offset the trash that had been presented by so many writers as having been personally dictated by the Youngers, when in reality no one writer ever met either Cole or Jim during their entire imprisonment except Cora Lee.”





Deedee writes of the trials and tribulations of Cora Lee’s desire to tell her story:




“ Jim’s only reason for not consenting to take his place in the story, he feared adverse publicity for Cora Lee. However she stoutly maintained she was not ashamed of what had been between them. All their relatives and friends were aware of their love. Even if Jim did not want her to take the risk.


“ Cole was against it also. You will doubtless see his motive, if you have read Mizzoura and realized it is almost Cole’s love story. Judge Bennett’s attitude was a big factor in Jim’s decision. Nether Cole or the Judge fooled Jim Younger one little bit.


“ You have wondered why in the forty years between the tragic and needless death (1902) of Jim Younger and my mother ‘going into another room’ (1942) she did nothing with the vast amount of material she had regarding Jim’s reluctant participation in the Northfield Affair.


“ The first twenty-three years, my stepfather Judge George M. Bennett, was the stumbling block… . Years after the Judge’s death, the depression having hit us hard, Mama decided she would break her silence, try to do something with her material. Thru Lee Shippey of the Los Angeles Times, she contacted an agent in Hollywood, a Mrs. Alvard, who had connections with Warner Bros. and in good faith she took Mizzoura to the studio.


“ This was in the fall of 1941. In Jan. of 1942 Warners, thru Mrs. Alvard, offered $5000.00 for all rights to Mizzoura, all material, letters, pictures pertaining to the Youngers, [her to] sign a statement that [she] had not reserved anything. Mama had written Mrs. Alvard that I held her Power of Attorney, as she was not well enough to attend to negotiations.


“ Of course Mama refused this offer. I requested the return of the book. Warners ignored my letter.


“ Mama passed away April 20th, 1942. My Power of Attorney was no longer valid. Not being financially able to fight Warner Bros. by myself, I went to an old friend, Ray Nimmo, who at the time was Prosecuting Attorney for Los Angeles. He did not want to write a letter. He phoned—told some ‘top brass’ to return the book immediately or else. When I returned home to Temple City, the studio representative was waiting with the book.


“ Months later, Warners produced ‘Bad Men of Missouri’ but in no way did they infringe on Mizzoura. They were fully aware the copy write had expired.


“ The Judge, as Mama’s attorney, took over the management of the book’s publication. I believe I told you he knew as much about it as I do about harpooning a whale, which is absolutely nil. He gave away the first 600 copies to come off the press. You will see by now the Judge was not on my list of people I was fond of or most liked to be with.


“ Without Mama’s knowledge or consent, he had obtained the copy write in his daughter’s name of ‘Gorgas.’ She was Georgia Mae (Mrs. C.O. Gorgas). The printer made it E.M.


“ When the 26 years copy write was about to expire, the copy write office in Washington D.C. said that unless Mrs. Gorgas transferred the copy write to Mama before the expiration date, she (Mama) could not renew it, even tho she was the author. (Her handwriting would prove that.) Mrs. G refused.


“As an adult, I often expressed my personal opinion of the Judge and his daughter, as I did in 1939 when I was doing her dictation. Mama, gentle soul that she was, merely said, ‘My Robin Song, they are both dead. They cannot give their rebuttal.’ (That was a word I tossed about airily while reading Blackstone and crammed six years into four—succeeding in ruining my eyesight.)


“ I had stored my seven rooms of furnishing with a supposedly good friend and distant relative at her insistence ‘to save storage payment, no charge, leave them as long as you like, take them when you wish.’


“ My doctor suggested a change. I was restless and terribly lonely. I had a good position offered me in Seattle and was away a year.


“ Returning to California, I built a home. When I was ready for my things, my dear old friend (?) said they were no longer mine. From time to time I had sent money for the storage but the only other person who knew the storage arrangements was dead. I lost everything.


“ Lucky for me, I had left a box with my oldest brother Lloyd Earl Deming that contained the letter of Cole re the Younger-Daniels-Lull affair and the notes I had compiled that I expect to send to you. As you know, I sold Cora’s letter to Mr. Hamilton. Also the pictures of Cole-Jim-Bob and the one taken with their sister Rhetta Rawlins of Dallas. I did not even get Jim’s drawings, which I will tell you of later on, or Jim’s last letter before he died.


“ Jim always used a stub pen. His writing was heavy, somewhat large but legible. His personal letters to Corona were always in sketches, two and one half inches in height, sometimes three inches, depending on the subject of his sketch, which reached across the top of a page, left to right.


“ On the left, ‘Corona.’ The features were those of Mother as she looked in 1876, but with a Gainsborough setting, plumed hat, beautiful lace fichu around the neck and shoulders.


“ To the right in profile was ‘The Old Fool’ in the usual garb of a Court Jester. The face was that of a gargoyle, grotesquely distorted, like a mask worn by dramatic actors in olden times. The features never changed in either one of the representations, only the scenes between were different. There was no interpretation in words, the sketch alone conveyed ‘The Old Fool’s’ message to his ‘Corona MSR.’ To Jim Younger my mother was Corona, as well as Cora Lee. Corona was his crown and M.S.R. My Soul’s Reward.


“ There were high, steep jagged mountains, the tops veiled in clouds or mists. Snowcapped in others, deep in white silence, chasms deep and wild, with a turbulent stream racing over and around the huge boulders. Terrific thunderstorms, flashes of lightning, gales bending and twisting the trees.


“ Others pictured wooded glens, placid meandering rills. An old rut filled road fading over a distant hill. Tree studded mountains with a lake in the valley, a lone eagle soaring high overhead. Tall grasses across endless miles of prairie, wild, lonely. In all the years they were sent to Corona, not one showed the faintest similarity or connection with any other sketch.


“ The figure on the left was always Corona. The one on the right ‘The Old Fool Jim Younger’, Stillwater, Minn. Prison and the date.’


“ For years my one desire has been, or may I amend that and say it has been an obsession, that the work my mother did for the Youngers be made known and of Jim’s part in her life.


“ Outside of the knowledge of Jim’s deep love and his appreciation of her efforts in the Youngers’ behalf—thwarted by my step-father of her rightful share of publicity in their eventual release on parole, to say nothing of the years of happiness Jim and his Cora Lee might have had together, not one cent did she derive from her years of work. Cole it was who gained the most—the full pardon Jim prayed for and the opportunity to return to Missouri and a normal life …


“ I have told you this bit of sordid history long since buried like Deva, so that you may know the answer of ‘why’ after these sixty-two years of silence, I am so determined to give my Mother her just credit, posthumous tho it may be.


“All parties have entered Jim’s Nirvana. I feel I am free to divulge and rectify the injustice done to two people who had a great influence in the shaping of my character and life, my devoted mother whom I loved with all my heart, almost I worshiped her, and Jim Younger, who as Mama said was a ‘Valiant Soul.’ ”








CHAPTER 2

A State in Turmoil


Through the letters received by Cora Lee O’Neil from Jim Younger during his time in prison and the year after his release, a poignant and very different story emerges from the one we know so well. The purpose behind the conditions for the release of James Younger, after serving his time in a most favorable and respectful manner, would be revealed at last. Yet to truly understand those conditions and their effect on Jim, we need to go back to the roots of Jim’s story, told through those letters …




Stillwater, Minnesota Oct 18, 1898
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