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  INTRODUCTION




  For most people, the subject of train robberies calls to mind the dramatic exploits of outlaws such as Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, Harvey “Kid Curry” Logan, the Dalton Gang, the Doolin Gang, and Frank and Jesse James, to name a few. As a result of their colorful lives, their derring-do, and their flaunting of laws and institutions, these outlaws and others like them have left an indelible impression on the imaginations of most Americans. Ask people to name the US presidents of the nineteenth century, and most cannot come up with more than one or two, if that. But ask them to name noted outlaws of the same period, and they can recall the James Gang, Cassidy, and more, with ease.




  This instant recognition of outlaws is likely based on the abundance of information and material on such men in the form of historical and biographic publications, novels, films, and television documentaries. Unfortunately, most people “know” these interesting and distinctive outlaws from the treatment they’ve received in film and television. In truth, their lives were far different from what has been portrayed and oftentimes considerably more adventurous and dangerous than we have come to believe.




  Between 1870 and 1937, the Rocky Mountain West served as the setting for some of the best-known train robberies in the history of the United States. This region includes Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, New Mexico, Nevada, and Wyoming. The train robberies that took place in this vast territory propelled to the forefront of American outlaw personalities the likes of Butch Cassidy, Harry “The Sundance Kid” Longabaugh, Harvey “Kid Curry” Logan, Thomas “Black Jack” Ketchum, William “Black Jack” Christian, Burt Alvord, and more. Likewise, it introduced the American public to famous lawmen such as Buckey O’Neill, Tom Horn, Jeff Milton, John Fly, and others.




  The following pages contain accounts of thirty-seven train robberies perpetrated in seven states found in America’s Rocky Mountain West. The states are arranged alphabetically, and the robberies in each are ordered chronologically. A glossary of pertinent railroad terms is included at the end of the book.




  ARIZONA
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CHAPTER 1 PAPAGO, APRIL 27, 1887





  It was 9:30 p.m. on the night of April 27, 1887, and Southern Pacific engineer Colonel Bill Harper anticipated arriving at the Tucson station within the hour. The westbound run had gone smoothly and uneventfully, and Harper was looking forward to some time off. A short distance ahead was the tiny settlement of Papago. Just before reaching it, Harper spotted a red lantern swinging back and forth ahead on the track, a warning for the train to stop. Such a signal was often employed in emergency situations like rockslides, washouts, and loose rails, all of which resulted in delays. As Harper slowed the train, he spotted a number of obstructions on the rails ahead that appeared intended to derail the train if it did not stop.




  As soon as the train was pulled to a halt, a man carrying two revolvers appeared out of the dark and fired shots at the express car. A moment later, the stranger climbed aboard the locomotive, pointed one of his weapons at Harper, and ordered him to climb down. The robber then marched the engineer down the tracks to the express car. When they arrived, at least four other outlaws were already there attempting to pry open the car door. All of the men wore black masks.




  Inside the express car, Wells, Fargo and Company messenger Charles F. Smith, alerted to a potential robbery by the gunfire, gathered up several canvas bags containing a total of $3,500 in gold and stuffed them into the express car’s stove. All the while, the outlaws outside the car were yelling for the messenger to open the door.




  Failing to pry open the express car door or to convince messenger Smith to open it, the robbers attached a charge of black powder to it and compelled Harper to light the fuse. Harper told the outlaws that such a measure was not necessary, that he could talk the messenger into opening the door. Smith finally relented and slid the door open to allow the outlaws inside. With this accomplished, the robbers uncoupled the express car and the baggage car from the rest of the train. Following this, they removed the debris from the track and ordered engineer Harper to climb back into the locomotive cab and pull ahead two lengths. Harper had no sooner repositioned the train than two of the bandits climbed into the cab and threw him out. Manipulating the controls, they ran the locomotive six miles down the tracks toward Tucson. Later, engineer Harper told railroad investigators that he was convinced the robbers were experienced railroaders as they were quite familiar with operating the locomotive. As the train sped westward, the remaining robbers went through the packages in the express car searching for money and gold.




  The bandits found only two packages of money. One contained $1,200, the other $500. They also took two packages of postage stamps. As the robbery was taking place, a brakeman who had earlier slipped away made his way a short distance up the track to Pantano Station, where he had a telegram sent to law enforcement authorities. Pima County sheriff Charles A. Shibell quickly formed a posse and enlisted Indian trackers. The posse was joined by a troop of cavalry.




  Wells, Fargo lost no time in offering a reward of $1,000 for the capture of each of the robbers. Word soon spread throughout the region that the bandits were members of the notorious Doc Smart Gang. Several men were immediately arrested at various locations in the county, but each provided alibis. Wells, Fargo officials reported that $5,000 had been taken and they were prepared to file an insurance claim on that amount. It was later adjusted to $3,227.60.




  The posses had no luck in picking up the tracks of the train robbers, and after several weeks of a dead-end investigation, the robbery of the Southern Pacific train at Papago became little more than a memory. And then, on August 10, less than four months later, robbers struck again.




  
CHAPTER 2 VAIL, AUGUST 10, 1887





  Three and a half months after the April robbery of the westbound Southern Pacific at Papago, Arizona, the same train was robbed again at Vail, not far from the site of the first robbery. The engineer spotted a waving lantern ahead and began applying the brakes. This time, however, he did not react in time, and the train surged onto the obstacles placed on the track and overturned. Engineer Jim Guthrie and fireman R. T. Bradford were injured. The robbers fired their weapons at the two railroad men, one of the bullets neatly clipping off a portion of Bradford’s mustache.




  Wells, Fargo messenger Charles F. Smith was again on duty in the express car and heard the robbers approaching. When they arrived, they called out to him and told him that his trick of stuffing the gold shipment in the stove would not work this time. It was clear to Smith that the same men involved in the previous robbery—the Doc Smart Gang—were attempting this one. In any case, Smith refused to open the door.




  The bandits wasted no time negotiating with Smith. They applied a charge of black powder to the door and blew a hole in it. They forced the mail clerk to crawl through it and instructed him to convince Smith that he needed to stop resisting. Smith agreed and opened the door to the bandits. Moving quickly, the robbers worked their way through the express car, opening bags and taking whatever they deemed valuable. Minutes later, they jumped from the car, ran to their horses, and raced away eastward toward the Rincon Mountains. The Arizona Daily Star reported that the outlaws got away with $70,000, but knowledgeable sources claimed that only $1,000 to $2,000 was taken.




  Once again, posses were formed, Indian trackers were recruited, and a troop of cavalry volunteered for the search. Even noted lawman Virgil Earp volunteered his services. The tracks of the train robbers were found and followed, the trail eventually leading to a cave at a location known as Mountain Springs, twelve miles from the site of the robbery. During the pursuit, a heavy rainstorm forced the lawmen and the military to abandon the chase.




  Some confusion exists about who actually belonged to the Doc Smart Gang. While known gang members included Doc Smart, John Myers (or Meyers), W. T. Skidmore, Jake Smith, A. W. Snyder, and George Willis, five additional men were arrested for the robbery several days later: Si Blunt, T. Joseph Brooks, T. J. Hart, James Johnson, and Larry Sheehan. Johnson and Sheehan, it was learned, were aliases for two brothers, Jim and John Cravens. The Cravens brothers were wanted for rustling livestock in Williamson County, Texas. All these men were believed to be members of the Doc Smart Gang, but Smart was not among them. The outlaws were tried, but only the Cravens brothers were found guilty. They were sent to the Yuma Territorial Prison.




  Two months later another Southern Pacific train was stopped near El Paso, Texas. Leading the gang of robbers was Doc Smart. Wasting little time, Smart and several members of his gang made their way to the express car, where they found messenger Charles F. Smith on duty once again. Unbeknownst to the robbers, messenger Smith had grown weary of being held up. This time he slid the door open, produced two revolvers, and as the robbers approached his car, opened fire, killing two of them: Jake Smith and John Myers. Routed in this manner, the remainder of the outlaws ran for their horses and rode away.




  Days later, railroad detectives tracked the rest of bandits to a boarding house in El Paso, where they were arrested. Among them was Doc Smart. After being found guilty of involvement in three train robberies, Smart was sentenced to life in prison. While serving his sentence, Smart decided to commit suicide. He somehow obtained a revolver and fired three shots into his head. Bizarrely, none of the bullets penetrated his skull. Years later, President Benjamin Harrison pardoned Doc Smart.




  
CHAPTER 3 CANYON DIABLO STATION, MARCH 1, 1889





  Canyon Diablo is located thirty miles east of Flagstaff, Arizona, and a few miles north of the tiny Interstate 40 community of Two Guns. In 1881, the Atlantic and Pacific Railroad, in its westward push, encountered a 255-foot-deep, 540-foot-wide canyon at the site. A railroad bridge spanning the canyon was completed in 1882, and a train station was established nearby. A new bridge was constructed in 1947, and trains continue to cross as they head east and west. At one time the population of Canyon Diablo was estimated to be two thousand. The train station has been long abandoned, and today Canyon Diablo, Spanish for “devil’s canyon,” is a ghost town.




  By 1889, Canyon Diablo had lost most of its population and consisted of little more than a few occupied dwellings, some corrals and loading pens, a trading post, and the Atlantic and Pacific train station. During its heyday, Canyon Diablo had seen gambling, prostitution, and gunfights. Local sheriffs didn’t last long in the job, and those who were not gunned down soon sought other lines of work. With all the hell-raising and violence associated with the town, there had never been a train robbery—that is, not until March 1, 1889.




  In 1889 there was little to do in Canyon Diablo. Likely in search of some adventure, four out-of-work cowhands—Long John Halford, Daniel Harvick, John Smith, and William D. Starin (also spelled Sterin)—decided to rob a train. As far as can be determined, there was no planning involved, and the robbery was a spontaneous act. As the eastbound Atlantic and Pacific No. 2 train took on water and wood at the station, the four cowhands approached. One came upon the fireman, who was examining the underside of the locomotive’s boiler. Pulling a gun, he forced the fireman, along with the engineer, to lead the outlaws to the express car.




  On arriving at the express car, they found the door slid back and the messenger standing in the opening. As the robbers, fireman, and engineer approached, the messenger greeted them good-naturedly and asked how they were doing. John Smith, suspecting that another messenger, perhaps armed, was stationed just inside the car, feared an ambush. On examining the interior, however, Smith found the car unoccupied.




  Bolted to the floor of the express car was a large metal safe. As the outlaws examined it, the conductor arrived outside the car, followed by several passengers who were curious as to what was transpiring. One of the robbers fired his revolver into the air, sending the newcomers scrambling back to the coaches.




  The messenger, still in a seemingly good mood, informed the robbers that as the large safe, called a through safe, was on a time lock, he was unable to open it. One of the robbers noticed a smaller safe nearby and at gunpoint ordered the messenger to open it, which he did. The contents of the safe were scooped up and stuffed into three canvas sacks found nearby. Bidding the messenger, fireman, and engineer good-bye, the robbers exited the express car, walked over to where they had tied their horses, secured the bags to their saddles, and rode away toward the south.




  After traveling five miles, the robbers pulled into a grove of trees to rest their horses. Finding a stream nearby, as well as abundant firewood, they decided to make camp for the night. Later that evening, as their meal cooked, the four men emptied the robbery loot from the bags and divided it among themselves. According to robber Daniel Harvick during an interview years later, the take amounted to $7,000 in cash along with some jewelry. A few days after the robbery, the express company reported a loss of $40,000 and filed an insurance claim for that amount. (Train robbery history is replete with examples of supposedly reputable express companies inflating losses.) Before turning in for the night, the gang buried the jewelry, along with their rifles, at this campsite.




  The next morning after breakfast, the four train robbers decided it would be best to separate and reunite later. Harvick and Starin rode southeast toward the Black Falls of the Little Colorado River. Halford and Smith traveled north into the Navajo reservation.




  As soon as it could be managed, Yavapai County sheriff William O. “Buckey” O’Neill was notified of the robbery. (As a result of county realignment, Canyon Diablo is located in Coconino County today.) O’Neill summoned two of his deputies, Jim Black and Ed St. Clair, along with two railroad detectives, Fred Fornoff and Carl Holton. In a short time, O’Neill and his posse picked up the trail of Halford and Smith on the Navajo reservation. Spurring their mounts to greater speed, the lawmen closed the distance between themselves and the outlaws each day. Two weeks later, the tracks led them into Utah, where the lawmen began encountering the outlaws’ campfires, which were still warm.




  O’Neill shortly noted that the tracks of the two robbers had become four. O’Neill assumed the remaining two bandits had rejoined their comrades. The next day, the lawmen caught up with the train robbers near Wah Weep Canyon on the Arizona-Utah border. On spotting the oncoming lawmen, the outlaws opened fire. During the initial fusillade, O’Neill’s horse was killed. O’Neill got pinned beneath the animal as it fell to the ground. With assistance from railroad detective Holton, the sheriff was extricated. Undeterred, O’Neill continued charging into the outlaws’ campsite, and moments later all four were arrested.




  Returning the four train robbers to Yavapai County turned out to be nearly as much an adventure as pursuing them. Not wanting to make the long ride back through extremely rough country to Canyon Diablo, O’Neill, with his prisoners in tow, traveled instead to Salt Lake City. There, he purchased nine train tickets for Denver—one each for himself, his deputies, the railroad detectives, and the four prisoners. At Denver, he purchased nine more tickets for Prescott, Arizona. During the return trip, one of the prisoners escaped and was recaptured later.




  [image: Captain Buckey O’Neill]




  All in all, O’Neill spent just over $8,000 during his pursuit and capture of the Atlantic and Pacific train robbers. He received newspaper headlines filled with praise for his efforts and was recognized by Arizona Territory governor Louis Wolley. Despite the successful capture and positive response, O’Neill’s request for reimbursement for the full amount his expenses was rejected. Yavapai County officials approved an amount of $5,800. O’Neill sued and lost on appeal.




  Robbers Halford, Harvick, Smith, and Starin were tried, found guilty of train robbery, and sentenced to the Yuma Territorial Prison. All four were pardoned eight years later. Using an alias, Starin joined Theodore Roosevelt’s Rough Riders. He was killed in action on July 1, 1898, during the Battle of San Juan Hill in Cuba. Ironically, Buckey O’Neill also enlisted in the Rough Riders and perished in action on the same day.




  
CHAPTER 4 MARICOPA, OCTOBER 1, 1894





  The holdup of the Southern Pacific train at Maricopa is noteworthy because, in the words of author Richard Patterson, it “has been described as one of the most amateurish assaults in the annals of train robbery.”




  Maricopa is located in the Gila River valley forty miles south of downtown Phoenix. Because of the abundant wells, as well as nearby freshwater rivers and streams, the area became an important stop for travelers. Here, a relay station was constructed for the San Antonio–San Diego Mail Line, a stagecoach service. Later, the Butterfield Overland Mail took over the company. Today, Maricopa boasts a population of forty-eight thousand.




  As the midnight hour approached on October 1, 1894 (one account gives the date as September 30), the eastbound Southern Pacific No. 19 train had finished loading freight and boarding passengers and was preparing to pull away from the station. Moments later, as the train got underway, two men who had been perched on the water tank leapt onto the baggage car. This was an unusual tactic. Most train robbers crept up to the train they intended to rob from a place of hiding near the tracks in order to keep from being spotted.




  Gerald Cerrin was working as the chief brakeman on the Southern Pacific run this night. He watched as the two would-be robbers landed on the baggage car and made their way to the blind. Cerrin presumed the two men were hobos, so he approached to order them off the train. As he neared the two, he saw that they were wearing masks and carrying revolvers. It was too late; Cerrin was taken captive.




  Twenty minutes later, Jim Holliday, the engineer, spotted a waving lantern a short distance ahead on the track—normally a warning of danger. Believing there was a problem, Holliday applied the brakes, and the train slowed. Just before the Southern Pacific came to a halt, one of the bandits who had made his way from the baggage car to the coal tender dropped into the cab of the locomotive, pointed his revolvers at the engineer and fireman, and demanded that they stop the train.




  As the train ground to a standstill, a third masked robber approached the engine from a hiding place near the tracks. When he arrived, he ordered Holliday to uncouple the engine from the trailing train. This was an odd command: in a number of successful train robberies, the perpetrators had the uncoupling done behind the express car, separating it from the passenger coaches and preventing potential intrusion by passengers and members of the train crew; the locomotive, pulling the tender and the express car, was then moved some distance down the track, where the robbery could take place uninterrupted. In this case, however, the engineer was ordered to pull the locomotive ahead about one hundred yards, leaving the entire train behind.




  As the locomotive moved down the track, the robbers fired shots at the coaches, presumably to keep the crew and passengers ducking for cover and less likely to interfere. By the time the three robbers arrived at the express car, the messenger, George Mitchell, had decided to offer no resistance and opened the door to admit them. Since messengers were responsible for the cargo carried in the express car, and because they often lost their jobs if they clearly had not done everything in their power to thwart a robbery, this was an unusual move. Mitchell, after hearing the gunfire, likely determined that opening the door would be easier than resisting. Occasionally when a messenger refused to open the door, bandits applied dynamite, with the resulting explosion oftentimes damaging the express car and injuring its occupant.




  After stopping the locomotive for the second time, the engineer and fireman walked back to the rest of the train to witness the goings-on. Messenger Mitchell may have felt somewhat secure in the notion that the safe had recently been equipped with brand-new locks and could only be opened by express agents at certain stations along the route. When the robbers saw that they would not be able to get into the large safe, they settled on the cash from the local safe, a total of only $160. Unhappy with this small sum, one of the robbers suggested they invade the coaches and rob the passengers. They turned to their captive, brakeman Cerrin, and inquired about the passengers on this run. Cerrin, a veteran train-man, had envisioned this possibility. He told the robbers that the passengers were by and large a poor lot with little in the way of possessions or money. The robbers bought Cerrin’s lie. As they were about to climb out of the express car, they took messenger Mitchell’s pocket watch.




  After racing for their horses, which were tied to some trees a short distance away, the robbers mounted up and left the scene. As they disappeared into the night, the engineer and fireman undertook the short hike back to the locomotive. They backed it up to the train, recoupled the tender, and returned to the Maricopa station. The engineer alerted the station manager, and telegrams were sent to local law enforcement officials, Wells, Fargo & Company, and Southern Pacific.




  As they fled the scene of the robbery, the perpetrators left an abundance of tracks. A sheriff from a nearby town spotted three sets of hoofprints heading away from the point where the engineer said the bandits had tied their mounts. The tracks led to a location west of Phoenix. There, the sheriff and his posse came upon a newly made camp. Three horses that appeared to have been ridden hard and long were tied nearby, but no one was about. Rifles and shotguns were still in the saddle scabbards. The sheriff, whose name was Murphy, determined that the outlaws had walked over to a nearby pasture in search of forage for the horses. The lawmen took up positions in hiding and waited for the robbers to return.




  A half hour later, a man walked into the campsite carrying a load of hay in his arms. He was surprised by a command to drop the hay and raise his hands. Reacting badly, he reached for his revolver. Before he could pull his weapon from the holster, he was dropped by a load of buckshot fired by one of the posse members. Not far away, the other two robbers, likewise returning to the camp with hay, dropped their loads and fled on foot in the opposite direction.




  After seeing to the wounded outlaw, the sheriff learned that he was Frank Armer, a local ranch hand. The watch taken from messenger Mitchell was found in one of his pockets, and Armer was arrested. It emerged that Armer hung out with a man named Oscar Armstrong, a ne’er-do-well wanted for robbing a café at Fort Wingate, New Mexico. (At least one account offers the surname Rogers for Armer’s companion.) Presumed to be one of Armer’s accomplices in the Southern Pacific holdup, Armstrong was arrested several weeks later near Tacna Station, forty miles east of Yuma.




  The third robber, believed by authorities to be John Donovan, who went by the aliases Bryant and O’Bryan, had recently been released from prison. He was never captured.




  Armer and Armstrong were both tried for train robbery, found guilty, and sentenced to hang. During this time, train robbery was a capital offense in Arizona. Both sentences were later commuted to forty years, and the men were sent to the Yuma Territorial Prison. (One account states that the sentence was for thirty years.) During his incarceration, Armer made at least three attempts to escape.
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