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I find the old west fascinating!! The entire 1800’s were exciting times in the making of America.  The Louisiana Purchase in 1803 opened up the territory west of the Mississippi River for discovery expeditions by American explorers like Lewis and Clark. They were the first to reach the Pacific Ocean. See map below.  
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In 1836, the Republic of Texas declared independence from Mexico and in 1845 the United States declared war with Mexico which led to acquiring the Spanish Territory. Much of this land had already been explored and there were several routes established like the Santa Fe Trail. Horse drawn covered wagons carrying pioneers who were moving west trying to find a better life. For example, the Mormons led by Brigham Young arrived in the Great Salt Lake valley on July 24, 1847. Some people made it all the way to the California Territory and after they discovered gold at Sutter's Mill in 1848, there was a mad rush to get to California and strike it rich. Back then, getting anywhere was not easy and there was no way to communicate quickly with other parts of the country. The Pony Express was established to deliver messages and mail from St. Joseph, Missouri across the Great Plains, over the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevada to Sacramento, California by horseback, using a series of relay stations. During its 18 months of operation, it reduced the time for messages to travel between the Atlantic and Pacific coasts to about ten days. From April 1860 to October 1861, it became the West's most direct means of east–west communication before the telegraph was established and was vital for tying the new state of California with the rest of the country. 
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	Pony Express
	Indians and the US Cavalry


In addition to all this going on, there were the Indian Wars between the native people who were here first and all these settlers and the U.S. Cavalry.  These conflicts went on from 1775 to 1842 east of the Mississippi River and from 1811 to 1924 west of the Mississippi.  

In the spring of 1861 the Civil War broke out between the northern Union and the southern Confederate States of America. By the time it ended with a Confederate surrender in 1865, the Civil War proved to be the costliest war ever fought on American soil, with some 620,000 of 2.4 million soldiers killed, millions more injured and the population and territory of the South devastated.
The first transcontinental railroad was started in 1863 and completed in 1869 connecting the Pacific coast at San Francisco Bay with the existing Eastern U.S. rail network at Council Bluffs, Iowa. 
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	Early Steam Engine
	Cattle Drive


Cattle drives were a major economic activity in the American west, particularly between 1866 and 1886, when 20 million cattle were herded from Texas to railheads in Kansas for shipments to stockyards in Chicago and points east. The long distances covered, the need for periodic rests by riders and animals, led to the development of "cow towns" across the American West. This was also where we got the name for the men herding the cattle – “Cowboys”.  Also, towns were cropping up all along the railroad routes and in the gold and silver mining areas. Some of these old west towns like Dodge City, Kansas; Deadwood, South Dakota; Canyon Diablo and Tombstone, Arizona, really had a law and order problem.  Let’s take a closer look at these towns:
1. CANYON DIABLO, ARIZONA - Nowhere in the Southwest was there a more violent place than the railroad town of Canyon Diablo, giving it the reputation as being the meanest Wild West town. The settlement was born when workers laying tracks for the railroad that came to the edge of the canyon, with no way to cross over until a bridge was built. Constructing the bridge took ten years, during which time the town that came into being took its name from the canyon. It was as despicable a place to live as there was in the West. With the closest U.S. marshal 100 miles away, Canyon Diablo quickly attracted drifters, gamblers, and outlaws. Fourteen saloons, ten gambling parlors, four brothels, two dance halls, a couple of cafes, a grocery, and a dry good store did business 24 hours a day. The buildings faced each other across the aptly-named Hell Street, the town's single rocky road just off the railroad right-of-way.

2. TOMBSTONE, ARIZONA
Many consider Tombstone the most dangerous of all the Wild West towns because of its lawlessness and frequent gunfights. The name seemed appropriate enough, but it wasn't derived from the Boothill graveyard outside of town - it came from a nearby mine named “Tombstone” - the mine owner told everybody that because of all the warring Apaches who controlled the area, "All you'll find in those hills is your tombstone." But the news of the silver strike brought many other miners to the area, and the town of Tombstone soon came into being. 
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Lovely Downtown Tombstone consisting of 40 buildings, a post office, and 500 residents by 1878 began to draw the usual collection of men and women from the fringes of society.  Within a few years, the town boasted more gambling parlors and saloons than anywhere in the Southwest, as well as the largest red light district. Wyatt Earp arrived at the end of 1879 with the intentions of establishing a stage line but instead invested in a gaming parlor while riding shotgun for Wells Fargo stagecoaches. Four of his brothers followed: James opened a saloon, and Warren, Virgil, and Morgan went into law enforcement. Wyatt's friend Doc Holliday arrived in 1880 with Big Nose Kate, who established a brothel in a tent. The Clanton gang and the McLowrey brothers terrorized the countryside, running afoul of the Earps, which led to the showdown at the town's O.K. Corral, thus sealing Tombstone's legend. The city has survived into the 21s century, as has its newspaper, the Tombstone Epitaph, which memorialized Tombstone as "The Town Too Tough to Die."

3. Deadwood, South Dakota

Like many other famous Wild West towns, Deadwood owes its reputation for violence to the discovery of gold. In 1874, U.S. Army General George A Custer led an expedition into the Black Hills to confirm the existence of gold. The U.S. government tried to keep the gold a secret in honor of the 1868 Treaty of Fort Laramie, which recognized the Black Hills as belonging to the Lakota-Sioux Indians. But in1875, when a miner found gold in a narrow canyon lined with dead trees, the news of the find in "Deadwood Gulch" spread like wildfire. Within a year, miners stormed into the area and established the rough-and-tumble mining camp of Deadwood. 

The Black Hills gold rush was in full bloom by 1876 and the town swarmed with men determined to get rich by any means. Dozens of saloons, gambling parlors, and brothels competed for their attention and dollars. Legendary characters like Wild Bill Hickok and Calamity Jane were town fixtures. But danger lurked everywhere. Henry W. Smith, a Methodist minister, was murdered while walking to church, and Hickok was shot in the back of the head while playing poker in one of the saloons. By 1879, the rowdy nature of Deadwood began to ebb after a town government was established. Today, the well-preserved city is a gambling destination for tourists as well as a National Historic Landmark.
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	Deadwood, South Dakota


4. Dodge City, Kansas
Fights and gunplay were all too familiar in Dodge City in the 1870s. In its first ten years, it became a well-known gathering hole for gunslingers - so well known that companies such as the Santa Fe railroad came to Dodge to hire fighting men when they needed to protect their business interests. Fearless buffalo hunters, cowboys, gamblers, outlaws, and bullwhackers (wagon train drivers) populated the city. Characters with colorful nicknames arrived, among them Cherokee Bill, Prairie Dog Dave, Fat Jack, and Cockeyed Frank. 
The Upside to the Downside. There were plenty of deaths and gunfights in the streets of "Wicked Dodge," as writers termed it, but it could have been worse. Because so many inhabitants were known as "sluggers, bruisers, and dead shots," most of them were wary of starting trouble with one another. Also happening on the scene were legendary lawmen such as Wyatt Earp, Bat Masterson, and Charlie Bassett, who stood ready to step in and jail anyone who got out of hand.
As you can see, many old west towns attracted a lot of shady characters along with a new breed of individual - the gunslinger. These were men who had gained a reputation as being fast and dangerous with a gun.  Some of these men were range cowboys, some were bounty hunters, some were outlaws, some were gamblers, some were lawmen, and some were just cold-blooded killers.  The gunslinger was a big part of old west between the years 1865 and 1900.  
Below is my list of the top 12 old west “most notorious” gunslingers. Some of my all-time favorites like Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid were too nice to make the list.

	[image: image11.jpg]



	[image: image12.jpg]



	[image: image13.jpg]




	#12 Doc Holiday
	#11 Wild Bill Hickok
	#10 Belle Starr
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	#9 Dallas Stoudenmire
	#8 Clay Allison
	#7 King Fisher
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	#6 Billy The Kid
	#5 Wyatt Earp
	#4 Jesse James
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	#3 John Wesley Hardin
	#2 Jim “Killer” Miller
	#1 Tom Horn


12. John Henry "Doc" Holliday (August 14, 1851 – November 8, 1887) (4 kills) was a gambler, gunfighter, and dentist who is usually remembered for his friendship with Wyatt Earp and his involvement in the Gunfight at the O.K. Corral. As a young man, Holliday earned a D.D.S. degree in dentistry and set up a practice in Atlanta, Georgia. However, in 1873 he was diagnosed with tuberculosis and he moved to the southwest (Texas and Arizona) in hopes that the climate would prolong his life. Taking up gambling as a profession, he acquired a reputation as a deadly gunman. During his travels, he met and became good friends with Wyatt Earp and Earp's brothers. In 1880, he moved to Tombstone, Arizona, and participated alongside the Earps in the famous gunfight. This did not settle matters between the two sides, and Holliday was embroiled in several ensuing shootouts and killings. He successfully fought being extradited for murder and died in bed at a Colorado hotel/sanatorium at the age of 36.
11. James Butler “Wild Bill” Hickok (May 27, 1837 – August 2, 1876) (4 kills) was one of the most legendary figures of the old West. “Wild Bill” Hickok was an actor, gambler, lawman, and gunfighter who was regarded as one of the most skilled gunslingers of all time. After making a name for himself as a constable and rider for the Pony Express, Hickok gained a reputation for being handy with a gun after he killed outlaw David McCanles with a single bullet from 75 yards away. Hickok was one of the few gunslingers who participated in actual, out-in-the-street “Western-style” quick-draw duels, the first of which killed a man named Davis Tutt, Jr., following a dispute over gambling debts. In 1869, Hickok was elected sheriff of Ellis County Kansas, and is said to have killed two men in his first month on the job–giving each a chance to draw against him. Acclaimed as much in death as in life, Wild bill was killed in 1876 in Deadwood, South Dakota, while playing poker, shot in the back of the head by a gambler named Jack McCall, supposedly in retaliation for a prior insult. Hickok is said to have been holding a pair of Aces and Eights at the time, a combination forever known as the “Dead Man’s Hand.” Despite his notoriety as one of the fastest guns of the old West, Wild bill is believed to have only killed four men in all his career, and all in fair fights – he was 38 years old when he died.
10. Myra Maybelle Shirley-Reed-Starr, aka “Belle Starr” (February 5, 1848 – February 3, 1889) (5 kills) grew up in Missouri with Cole Younger and later befriended the James brothers. When the James-Younger gang needed a place to hide out, they often stayed at her family farm, earning her the nickname “The Bandit Queen.” In 1866, Belle married Jim Reed, a former Confederate Army guerrilla, and they joined a Cherokee Indian family known for horse stealing. Along with Belle’s friends the James and Youngers, they planned and executed many successful heists. Jim, however, was killed while trying to escape from a deputy sheriff who had arrested him for one such robbery. After the loss of her husband, Belle made her living organizing and planning robberies, as well as fencing stolen goods, and is said to have shot at least three men during these years. Known for seducing law enforcement officers to get what she wanted – when she couldn’t bribe them, she then married Sam Starr in 1880, who after two years of horse rustling, they were caught and convicted. Released a year later, the two went right back into crime, with Belle said to have murdered at least two more men who got in her way. Belle was herself shot to death on Feb. 3, 1889, two days before her 41st birthday, while riding home from the general store - her killer has never been found.
9. Dallas Stoudenmire (December 11, 1845–September 18, 1882) (10 kills) was a feared lawman and is known for participating in more gunfights than most of his better-known contemporaries. After serving in the Civil War, during which he was wounded several times, Stoudenmire moved to El Paso, Texas to serve as sheriff, a town famous for having no law whatsoever. Only three days after signing on, Dallas was involved in one of the West’s most legendary gunfights, the infamous “Four Dead in Five Seconds Gunfight,” in which he shot four men dead – demonstrating his extraordinary prowess with a six-shooter. A few days later friends of the men Stoudenmire had gunned down, hired the town drunk to assassinate him. Dallas, who had foreknowledge of the plan, shot the drunk eight times. This marked the beginning of what would become a blood spree perpetrated by Stoudenmire, killing six more men in gunfights over the next year, gaining a reputation as one of the most fearless lawmen in all Texas. In 1882, Stoudenmire’s luck ran out when he was shot to death by group of outlaws at age 36.
8. Clay Allison (September 2, 1840 - July 3, 1887) (15 kills) was a gunfighter who is remembered as one of the most notorious and downright deranged outlaws of the Old West. Allison fought for the Confederacy in the Civil War, but was discharged after a blow to the head started causing erratic behavior. It is this ailment that many historians have said explains his shockingly brutal actions, which included once beheading a man he suspected of murder and carrying the head into his favorite bar. After this, which cemented his reputation as one of the most murderous figures of his day, Allison went on to participate in a number of gunfights against fellow gunslingers. The most famous of these was against outlaw Chunk Colbert, whom Allison shot in the head when the other drew his gun on him following a meal they had shared. When asked why he had eaten with a man who wanted to kill him, Allison replied, “I wouldn’t want to send a man to hell on an empty stomach.” For a man who led such a dangerous lifestyle, Allison met a rather ironic and unimpressive death in 1887 at age 46 when he fell off a wagon and broke his neck. 
7. John King Fisher (Sometime in 1854 – March 11, 1884) (16 kills) was an old West gunfighter and one-time lawman. King Fisher was in and out of prison from the age of sixteen. By 1870, Fisher become known as a bandit when he joined a group of outlaws whose specialty was raiding ranches in Mexico. Although he was also known for his flamboyant style of dress, (always seen wearing brightly colored clothes), and signature twin ivory-handled pistols, it was his propensity for aggression that singled him out as a gunslinger. Among his many exploits, he was known for gunning down three members of his own gang during a dispute over money, and then killing seven Mexican bandits a short time later. In his most famous gunfight, Fisher is said to have taken on four Mexican cowboys single-handedly, which after hitting one with a branding iron, outdrew another. Then in his well-documented sadistic style, then shot the other two who were unarmed. In 1884 Fisher was ambushed and killed, along with gunslinger Ben Thompson, by friends of a man Thompson had previously killed in a gunfight – he was 30 years old.
6. Henry McCarty, aka “Billy the Kid,” and William H. Bonney (November 23, 1859 – July 14, 1881) (21 kills) started his life of crime with petty theft and horse thievery, but is said to have made his first kill at the age of eighteen. Although often portrayed as a cold-blooded killer, people who knew him called him brave, resourceful, loyal, and possessing a remarkable sense of humor. In 1877 during the so-called “Lincoln County War,” Henry was deputized and rode with lawmen seeking to arrest a group of corrupt businessman but Billy’s group “the Regulators,” soon became known for their unprovoked violence, and were themselves labeled outlaws. Unaffected by their new status, the Regulators then proceeded to go on a killing spree during which three people were mercilessly gunned down in the course of just three days, including a sheriff and his deputy. Hounded by law enforcement, the group was eventually disbanded, with Billy managing to elude capture. A short time later he formed a gang and increased his notoriety by shooting down a gambler in a New Mexico saloon. After a number of run-ins with authorities, Billy was finally captured and sentenced to death, but managed to escape after getting hold of a weapon in an outhouse and gunning down the two men guarding him. After three months on the lam, he was killed in 1881 by the equally famous, Sheriff Pat Garrett. Billy the Kid is said to have killed a total of 21 men, one for each year of his life.

5. Wyatt Earp (March 19, 1848 – January 13, 1929) (30 kills) was one of the most famous lawman of all time. Wyatt Earp was also an accomplished gunslinger who was greatly feared by the outlaws of the era. After traveling the boomtowns of Wichita, Dodge City, and the famous city of Tombstone–where he became one of the most feared and respected lawmen of all time–he then participated in some of the most legendary shootouts of the old West, most notably the famous gunfight at the O.K. Corral in 1881, where he and brothers Morgan and Virgil, and close friend Doc Holliday confronted a group of cowboys who’d recently robbed a stagecoach. Three of the cowboys were killed in the fight, and everyone but Wyatt was wounded. The gunfight caused a huge scandal, with friends of the cowboys soon retaliating, wounding Wyatt’s brother Virgil and killing Morgan. Earp and Holliday then led a team of gunfighters on what has become known as their “Vendetta Ride,” during which they killed an estimated 30 men connected with the murders. Earp is credited with killing around 30 outlaws and his exploits remain among the most famous stories in the annals of the American old West. Wyatt Earp was one of the few gunslingers to survive the gun fighting business and he retired to California where he died a natural death at age 80.
4. Jesse James (September 5, 1847 – April 3, 1882) individually killed 16 people, but he was involved in the murder of over 180 others (including those executed in "Bloody" Bills guerrilla raid in Centralia, Missouri). James was an outlaw, gang leader, bank robber, train robber, and murderer from the state of Missouri and the most famous member of the James-Younger Gang. Already a celebrity when he was alive, he became a legendary figure of the Wild West after his death. Jesse and his brother Frank James were Confederate guerrillas during the Civil War. They were accused of participating in atrocities committed against Union soldiers. After the war, as members of one gang or another, they robbed banks, stagecoaches and trains. Despite popular portrayals of James as a kind of Robin Hood, robbing from the rich and giving to the poor, there is no evidence that he and his gang used their robbery gains for anyone but themselves.
The James brothers were most active with their gang from about 1866 until 1876, until their attempted robbery of a bank in Northfield, Minnesota, resulted in the capture or deaths of several gang members. They continued in crime for several more years, recruiting new members, but were under increasing pressure from law enforcement. On April 3, 1882, Jesse James was killed by Robert Ford, who was a member of the gang living in the James house and who was hoping to collect a state reward on James' head. James was 34 years old when he died.
3. John Wesley Hardin (May 26, 1853 – August 19, 1895) (42 kills) was the son of a Methodist preacher and was named after the founder of the Methodist faith, but from the very beginning of his life, he was anything but a preacher boy. At age 14, John stabbed a boy in the schoolyard for taunting him and a year later, he shot and killed an ex-slave who had been his friend. To avoid arrest, he then went into hiding and began killing all of the Union soldiers who tried to take him into custody. He was known for carrying two pistols in holsters strapped to his chest which enabled him to be one of the fastest guns in history.  After several arrests and subsequent escapes, he ended up in Abilene, Kansas, where he befriended “Wild Bill” Hickok. While in Abilene, one of the most notorious of his escapades took place while staying at the American House Hotel. Reportedly, when the stranger in the room above him wouldn’t stop snoring, John fired twice into the ceiling; the first shot merely waking the man, the second one killing him. After many skirmishes with the law, Hardin was finally captured in 1878, convicted, and sent to jail for seventeen years. During his time incarcerated, ironically, he earned a law degree and even practiced as a lawyer after his release. But Hardin was shot in the back of the head while playing dice in El Paso, Texas – he was 42 years old.
2. Jim "Killer" Miller, aka “Deacon Jim” (October 25, 1866 – April 19, 1909) (45 kills) was one of the darkest and most sadistic figures of the Old West. He was a paid assassin and gunslinger known to have killed at least 45 people. Known as “Deacon Jim” because he regularly went to church and did not smoke or drink, Miller openly stated that he would kill anyone for money, his rate reportedly somewhere between $150 and $2,000 per kill, and is rumored to have gunned down everyone from political figures to famed Sheriff Pat Garrett. One legendary tale involves a confrontation with Sheriff Bud Frazer over Miller’s alleged involvement in the assassination of a cattle rancher. Though Frazer is said to have fired first, Miller proceeded to shoot him six times. It was later reported that the clever Miller had been wearing a metal plate under his shirt, which had blocked Frazer’s bullets. Described as “cold to the core,” Miller’s murderous days finally ended in 1909 when he was arrested in Oklahoma for the murder of “Gus” Bobbitta, a U.S. Marshall. After a lynch mob of some 40 people stormed the jail, Miller and three other outlaws were dragged to a nearby barn and hanged. Prior to being hanged, Miller–who insisted on being allowed to wear his hat–is said to have shouted, “let ‘er rip!” and voluntarily jumped off the box to his death. His body and the bodies of the other three men lynched that night were left hanging for hours until a photographer could be found to immortalize the event. See picture on the next page - Miller was 42 years old.  
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	'Killer' Jim Miller, far left, wearing black hat, hangs from a livery stable rafter after lynching in Ada, Oklahoma, 1909.


	1. Thomas "Tom" Horn, Jr.  (November 21, 1860 – November 20, 1903) (50 kills) was known as a respected lawman and Pinkerton detective but in actuality he was one of the most cold-blooded killers of the Old West. After making a name for himself as a scout and tracker in the late 1880s, Tom was hired as a tracker, bounty hunter, and then promoted to detective by the famous Pinkerton Detective Agency. Quickly becoming known for his volatile temper and propensity for violence, Horn was forced to resign his position with the Agency after becoming linked to the murders of 17 people. Following his resignation, Horn quickly developed a reputation as a killer-for-hire, and is said to have been responsible for killing some 20 cattle rustlers over the course of several years.  Horn was finally caught and hanged in 1901 after being linked to the   
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murder of a 14-year-old boy, who, ironically, most historians believe he was actually innocent of killing. Even so, Tom Horn is believed to have committed at least 50 murders in his 43 years of life. They even made a movie starring Steve McQueen about Horn’s life.
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	So, there you have it, the dirty dozen of the Old West Gunslingers. Have you ever wondered what it would be like if you lived during this period in American history? Just getting through everyday life in the Old West was extremely difficult. There were no washers, dryers, cars, refrigerators, microwaves, hot water heaters, air conditioners, computers, telephones, and definitely no smart phones. And did I mention that there was no plumbing so you had to use the “Out House” whenever you had to go to the bathroom.  There was also no toilet paper and you had to take your monthly bath in a tub or in the river.  Life was not easy in those days!  




If I had lived back in the Old West days, I would have preferred living in the northern part of the United States but not in a big city. I would not want to be a farmer, a pioneer, or an Indian fighter. I might have worked on the railroad or as a writer for a newspaper but never would I have been a gunslinger.  Those wild and crazy men (and women) had very short lifespans.
We should all be thankful that we live in this current time period where most of us have things easy.  

                                                       bigdrifter44@gmail.com
                                                          http://bigdrifter.com/
