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far from highways or well traveled roads in lonely and un-
frequented regions. Thru Rock Creek Station there passed
a continual stream of humanity from every walk and
station in life, and of every phase and description. The
Overland Stage, carrying mail and the wealthier class of
passengers, changed horses here while the occupants re-
galed themselves with a cup of hot coffee or several drinks
of a more fiery liquid, then hurried on. Swift running horses
were kept saddled and bridled and in readiness for the ar-
rival of the Pony Express rider, who changed mount and in
ten seconds was racing off thru the darkness of night or the
heat of the day across the continent. Twelve hundred
freight wagons were upon this highway, drawn by ten
thousand yoke or oxen, to the music of twelve hundred
cracking whips and creaking wagon wheels. Companies,
banded together for mutual protection, were on their way,
some to California, some to Oregon, while others were
bound for the placer diggings of Colorado. Thousands
of Mormons, using every conceivable method of transporta-
tion, were on their way to their Promised Land in the Salt
Lake Valley—the wealthier in light, horse drawn wagons,
others in wagons containing all their goods and drawn by
mules or oxen, while many were on foot pushing hand
carts before them, presenting a novel appearance as they
wound their way across the prairie,

The Romance of Rock Cﬂ;aek Ranch.

No other highway on earth, either in ancient or modern
times, compares with the Oregon Trail in the length of its
course, the volume and ir:nportance of the various tides of
emigration that have passed over it, or in its beneficial re-
sults on the destinies of mankind.

Every night a new set of travelers camped under the
trees and on the banks of Rock Creek, and, dazzled by the
enchantment of distance, they were full of hope and con-
fidence and eager to go on with the journey before them.
They were not yet worn with travel, and were enjoying
the excitement of their great adventure. The evenings
were spent in games and dancing, and the woods and rock



NEBRASKA HISTORY MAGAZINE 9

walls of the creek echoed with the sound of their song and
laughter. Into all these sports David McCanless entered en-
thusiastically, often “calling off”” and fiddling for the quad-
rille, or charming the camp with old time tunes and melodies
on his silver toned flute. Mormon emigrants often camped
here, and frequently remained at 'rest over the Sabbath,
holding their regular services of preaching, Sunday School
and prayer, the woods at night resounding with their loud
hozannas. McCanles was an interested attendant at these
services, and delighted in debates and arguments with min-
isters of different denominations on questions of dogma
and creed. His interest in these matters was entirely polemic.
He was familiar with scripture and the poems of Shake-
speare and Burns, and in public speaking or debate quoted
freely from them all. In striking contrast with this phase
of his character was his fondness for hard riding, horse
racing, wrestling, and all the rude sports of the frontier,
calling for tests of strength and endurance. He gloried in
his strength and ability as a wrestler, and challenged the
strongest men at local meets and in the evening camps of
overland travelers, and it is a well established tradition that
he defeated all comers. i

Migration of McCanles Group to lL(ebraska.

Immediately after McCanles decided to make Rock
Creek Station his permanent home, he wrote his Brother,
James Alexander Leroy McCanles, describing the activities
and interesting life at the Station on the great Trail, and the
various profitable business enterprises he had started and
contemplated, and urged him to settle up their affairs in
North Carolina and come west. This his brother at once
proceeded to do. With his own family and the family of
his brother David, and Billie Hughs, an orphan boy David
had given a home, the long journey was made by wagon,
rail and steamboat to Leavenworth, Kansas, and by ox team

to Rock Creek, Nebraska Territory, arriving there Sep-

tember 20th, 1859. |

In the meantime David had, with his own hands, built
a log cabin on the opposite or east bank of the creek, as a
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home for his brother James and family. Standing in the
doorway of his completed cabin, proud of the work of his
own hands, conscious of his extraordinary physical strength
and mental ability, happy in the thought of soon being re-
united with his family and relatives, no prophetic vision
flashed upon his mind that in two short years, standing on
this self-same spot his young life would be snuffed out by
a bullet, fired from his own rifle by a killer concealed in this
—nhis own cabin.

A Memorial to McCanles.

Upon the rock foundation of this stoutly built cabin
Mr. Phil Dawson, brother of the present owner of the old
Rock Creek ranch, assisted by Mr. Clingman McCanles,
David's third son, has placed a granite boulder to be
presented to the State of Nebraska, and dedicated as a
marker of the Oregon Trail, and erected as a memorial to
David Colbert -McCanles, Pioneer, Constructive Citizen
and Home Builder of Nebraska.,

Gverland Stage Line and Pony Express.

In the spring of 1860, Russell, Majors and Waddell,
proprietors of the Central Overland California and Pikes
Peak Express Company, generally known as The Overland
Stage Company, made active preparations to establish the
Pony Express. They purchased 500 swift running horses
and employed from 70 to 80 young men, light of build and
inured to exposure and the hardships and dangers of the
frontier. They established stations about fifteen miles apart
from St. Joseph, Mo., to Sacramento, California, a distance

of 2000 miles.

David McCanles enlarged the East Station house by
adding a “lean-to’”’ twelve feet wide, on the south side,
built a bunk house and later in the season leased the prop-
erty to the Stage Company. This became necessary, be-
cause the Stage Company had adopted the policy of oper-
ating all their stations. Horace Wellman and wife were
placed in charge as keepers, and J. W. Brink, known as
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*“Dock”, stock tender. These names should be kept in
mind, for they loom large as accomplices of Hickok in the
Hickok-McCanles tragedy.

First Claim Taken in Jefferson County.

James McCanles and family moved to a beautiful tract
of land in the Little Blue river bottom, at the mouth of
Rock Creek, about three miles south of the station, having
previously taken possession as a squatter, and on August
2nd, 1860, he purchased it from the United States Govern-
ment. This was the first tract of land entered in the county
for agricultural purposes and a home.

On December 17th, 1860, David sent Allen Ervin, a
trusted employee to Brownville to enter for him at the
United States Land Office, the 160 tract of land on which
the East and West Rock Creek Stations were located. He
then became the owner of the property in fee simple, and
a Patent was issued for same dated April 1st, 1861.

County Organization.

McCanles endeavored to effect a county organization
in order that settlers might adjudicate minor controversies
and petty cirminal cases without the necessity of taking
them to Beatrice, a distance of 30 and 50 miles from the
respective settlements. He called a mass meeting of the
residents of the county and addressed it, showing the ad-
vantages of such organization, and outlined a method of
procedure. An election was held and the ballot was un-
animous for organization, but authority was withheld by
the Legislature by reason of scarcity of population, there
being less than 20 families at that time in the district 24 by
48 miles in extent.

Hay at Sixty Dollars a Ton.

During the entire year of 1860 the McCanles brothers
were actively engaged in their various business enterprises,
and in improving the farm on the Little Blue with more
barns and corrals for their stock, and breaking prairie sod
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peace officer, as has so often erroneously been stated. There
was not a public officer in the county, not a justice of the
peace nor a constable. On account of some peculiarity of
Hickok's nose and prominent upper lip, not the'n Eovel:ed
by a moustache, McCanles dubbed him ‘‘Duck Bill, whlc-h
nickname stuck and irritated and exasperated him. This
nickname was sometimes perverted to Dutch Bill. The
significance of this digression will appear later in the re-
cords of the trial.

Overland Stage Company Buys East Rock Creek Ranch.

At the breaking out of the Civil War the Stage Company
began preparations to change their semi-weekly to a daily
stage, mail and passenger service, and to double the ser-
vice of the Pony Express, from the Missouri river to Cali-
fornia. The southern overland route had been abandoned
and an increase in equipment of horses, coaches, and men
and larger accommodations at Stations was needed for the
Oregon Trail route. The Company entered into negotiations
with McCanles for the purchase of the buildings of the East
Rock Creek Station, and in the latter part of April, 1861,
came to an agreement for their sale to the Company on
their usual terms, ¥which was generally one third or one
fourth in cash, and the balance in two or three equal monthly
payments. The deferred payments were to be made thru
Mr. Wellman, the Station Keeper and agent of the Com-
pany. As security for the deferred payments McCanles re-
tained the title to the property, to-wit: the North West
quarter of the South East Quarter of Section 26, Town 2
North, Range 3 East of the 6th principal meridian. The
Stage Company never did make any of these deferred pay-
ments, and the legal title from the U. S. Government down
" is still in the name of David C. McCanles.

At this time the company was irretrievably in debt and
five months later the Company lost all its properties thru
foreclosure of mortgages, the entire concern passing to

Ben Holliday.

*Nebraska State Historical Society, Pub. Vol. XX, Pg. 296.
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McCanles Sells West Rock Creek Ranch.
On April 22nd, 1861, McCanles sold the West Rock

Creek ranch, consisting of 120 acres to Wolfe & Hagenstien,
" payment for the same to be made in one year from that
date. He retained the title as his security, and gave the
purchasers a Bond for Deed when its provisions should be
fulfilled. This Bond for the sum of $1200.00 was signed
by David C. McCanles and wife and witnessed by his
cousin, James Woods, and W. N. Glenn, and recorded in
the office of the recorder of deeds of Gage County, Nebras-
ka Territory.

Records of Rock Creek Ranch Sale.

In the Territorial archives of the Probate Court of Gage
county, | found the original documents. “In the matter of
the administration of the Estate of David C. McCanles,
“deceased.” On April 14th, 1862, James McCanles was
appointed Administrator of this estate. On September 2nd,
1862, Wolfe & Hagenstien, having made all their pay-
ments as agreed, James McCanles as Administrator made
and delivered to them a Warranty Deed for the 120 acre
West Rock Creek ranch. [It is interesting to notice that the
first signature as surety on James McCanles' $4,000.00
bond as Administrator is the well known name of W, W.
Hackney, now a resident of Lincoln, who owned and
operated the “Hackney Ranch™ in 1856 and 1857, mer-
chant of Brownville in the *60s, capitalist and one of the
organizers of the Central National Bank of Lincoln, of
which his son is President. Mr. Hackney, now in his 92nd
year is probably the earliest settler of Nebraska now living.
When the first deferred payment for East Rock Creek
Station fell due McCanles called to collect it, and was told
by Wellman that the money had not yet arrived. This
excuse was made during the month, and on July Ist, when
the final payment fell due and was not paid, McCanles de-
manded full payment or possession of the Station pre-
mises. Wellman replied that he would make a trip to
the River at once for supplies, and would then collect the
money for him. It was arranged that Monroe McCanles,
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possession of his property. He had been a sheriff in North
Carolina, and during eight years service as such officer had
Jearned considerable law, and now living in a country with-
out courts of justice and peace officers, realized his best and
only recourse was quick action, taking the matter in his
own hands and obtaining re-possession of his premises by
throwing out the occupants by physical force, if necessary.
It was his only effective remedy, as there would be no court
of competent jurisdiction held in the district for the next
two years or more. He was powerful, courageous and un-
afraid of any living man, and determined on his course.

McCanles and Hickok Parley.

Not having any quarrel with Hickok, McCanles asked
him if they had not always been friends and if they were
not still friendly, and being assured that such was the case,
asked Hickok for a drink of water. This was a strange re-
quest to make in such a tense situation, but McCanles must
have sensed the fact that he was in a rather precarious
position, and took this method to gain time and survey
the situation. While drinking he evidently saw something
that aroused his suspicions, because as soon as he had fin-
ished drinking he handed the dipper back to Hickok and
quickly walked to the other door of the cabin, While he
was doing so Hickok had gone behind the flimsy calico
curtain which separated the rooms. McCanless realized
that, while his business quarrel was with Wellman, he now
had Hickok also to settle with. On the other hand, Hickok
knew that by injecting himself into the controversy he had
become involved and that he and Wellman together were
no match in a physical encounter with a man of McCanles’
well known strength and courage. McCanles called to
Hickok to come out and if he had anything against him to
fight it out square.

Hickok Kills McCanless with Rifle.

On this occasion, in fact at this very moment—Hickok
.decided on a course which in this case was so successful
that he followed it the remainder of his life on the frontier.
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It was to shoot to kill on his first suspicion of a physical
encounter or personal danger.

From his concealed position behind the curtain he shot
McCanles, using the rifle McCanles had left at the Stage
Station. This shot was not fired in the heat of a conflict or
in self defense, but was deliberate and calculated and well
aimed and pierced McCanles in the heart.

From all accounts of killings in which Hickok subse-
quently took part, ] have been unable to find one single
authentic instance in which he fought a fair fight. To him
no human life was sacred. He was a cold blooded killer
without heart or conscience. The moment he scented a fight
he pulled his gun and shot to kill. So great was his fear
of personal harm, and so quick was he to pull the trigger
that on one occasion, at Abilene, Kansas, he killed Mike
McWilliams, his most intimate friend, before he recognized
bhim.

Monroe McCanles Sees His Father Die.

McCanles fell backward from the doorstep to the
ground. His son, Monroe, who was standing by him when
he was shot, says: “FatHer fell to the ground on his back.
He raised himself up to an almost sitting position, took one
last look at me as tho he wanted to speak, and then fell
back dead.” The shot was entirely unexpected as Mec-
Canles had at no time made an effort to protect himself
from rifle fire. He would never have taken his twelve year
old son, Monroe, to the door or to the cabin with him had
he expected any gun play. He had never in his life on the
frontier used a gun nor threatened to use a gun on any man.
If, or when, he fought, he fought fair and never with a
deadly weapon of any kind, but with his bare fists.

Hickok Shoots Woods and Gordon.

Woods and Gordon, hearing the shots, came running
to the cabin, when Hickok came to the door and fired
two shots at Woods from a Colt’s revolver, wounding him
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the three murderers, hoping some spark of life might still
remain in the bodies of her husband and friends and that
they might be nursed back to health. But her errand was
only a horror, and all in vain.

After viewing the bédies of the murdered men and
realizing the helplessness of herself and five young children
in this catastrophe, she sent Tom Finan, a boy employed on
the McCanles farm, to the home of James McCanles in
Johnson County with the news of the murder. He saddled
David's favorite and fastest horse and made the journey of
fifty miles during the night and early morning of the next
day.

Funeral of McCanles, Gordon and Woods.

The Hickok-Wellman version of the killing was quickly
carried to the neighboring ranches at Big and Little Sandy
Creeks and to the settlements along the trail by stage and
freight drivers. The following morning the Helvey brothers,
Frank, Thomas and Jasper, came to Rock Creek Station,
gathered up the bodies of McCanles, Woods and Gordon
and buried them, McCanles and Woods in a rude box in
one grave and Gordon in a blanket in another. Hickok
told Frank Helvey that they killed these men in self de-
fense. Frank Helvey has told me at various times, since
my first acquaintance with him in 1870, particularly in
1912 when we were both associated on the committee to
mark and dedicate monuments on the Oregon Trail, and
again in my office a few weeks before his death, which oc-
curred the Fourth Day of July, 1918, at which time I
reduced the main points to writing,—that they found the
body of McCanles lying on the ground where he fell back-
wards from the doorstep; Woods around the corner of the
cabin with pistol shots in his body and head crushed with
a heavy instrument, and Gordon about 80 rods south of
the Station, filled with buckshot, and no guns near any of
them, corroborating Monroe’s account in its most vital
and important features—that there was no fight either in the
cabin or outside, and that three unarmed men, (not ten)
were killed.
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Discovery of Original Documents on Tragedy.

With little faith, but in the hope that I might find some
official document, record, or reference that would throw
light on this case, where others had failed, possibly thru
unfamiliarity with district and county records, | went to
Beatrice on June 2nd (1926) and began a search thru
old documents and records in the office of Mr. F. E. Len-
hart, Clerk of the District Court, thru whose courtesy and
with the help of Miss Eleanor Stoll, his assistant, soon had
all the old and musty legal documents of Territorial days
before me. In an envelope yellowed with age, which pro-
bably had not seen the light of day for sixty years, | finally
found all the original papers in the preliminary examination
before T. M. Coulter, a Justice of the Peace for Gage
County. The Territorial records of the County Court and
Probate Court of Gage County also yielded interesting in-
formation.

First Publication of Original Records.

With the aid of these! newly discovered official docu-
ments, recent personal interviews with Monroe McCanles,
who says ‘‘the recollections of those eventful days are
burned into my memory and are vivid and distinct as on
the days that they occurred,” and with the sons of James
McCanles, and the account given me by Frank Helvey,
who, with his brothers buried McCanles, Woods and
Gordon, we have for the first time the material from
original sources, official and documentary evidence for an
authentic history of this tragedy.

On receipt of the message and appeal for help from
Mrs. McCanles, James McCanles went immediately to
Beatrice, arriving at one o'clock, July [3th, and swore to a
complaint before T. M. Coulter, a justice of the peace for
Gage County, charging three men with the crime of murder
committed in Jones County. Finan did not know the
names of the accused men, only the nicknames by which
they were generally known, and the justice wrote the title
of the case in the documerits, as follows:
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The Territory of Nebraska

versus
Duch Bill, Dock, and Wellman, their other names unknown.

After the arrest of the accused men and their appear-

ance in court, the later documents were entitled:

The Territory of Nebraska, against Wm. B. Hickok, J.
W. Brink and Horrace G. Wellman.

Neither the Territory nor the defendants were represent-
ed by attorneys. The justice of the peace, T. M. Coulter,
made out all the papers in-the case, and appears thruout
the preliminary examination to have acted for both parties,
especially for the defendants. The warrant for the arrest
of the accused men and subpoenas for eleven witnesses were
_delivered to the Sheriff of Gage County, E. B. Hendee, at
2 P. M., July 13th, 1861. All the parties lived a distance
of thirty miles and more from Beatrice, and the sheriff and
posse made the trip by wagon. The Sheriff's return shows
that he ‘‘served the warrant by arresting the within Duch
Bill, Dock, and Wellman this 15th day of July, 1861.” He

arrived in Beatrice with his prisoners late in that afternoon.

Eye Witnesses of the Murder.

The only parties who were eye witnesses to the mur-
ders were the accused men themselves, Mrs. Wellman, an
accomplice, and Monroe McCanles, son of David, a boy of
twelve who stood by his father's side when he was shot.
Monroe was the only eye witness to the killing who was not
criminally implicated in the affair. James asked for a
subpoena for Monroe which was issued, but the original
document shows no endorsement of its receipt or service
by the sheriff. The Justice did not permit Monroe to testi-
fy nor to hear any of the testimony given by the accused
men. He was excluded from the room during the entire
time they were examined. Justic# Coulter called Mrs.
Wellman to testify ‘‘in favor of the Territory,” and she
being an actual accomplice and wife of one of the de-
fendants. The Justice could have had no other reason for
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quality of food. After a few weeks of this heroic treat-
ment he disappeared, and no effort was made to follow
or apprehend him.

The Civil War—the Secession Story.

The killing of McCanles, Woods and Gordon occurred
July 12th, 1861, three months to a day after the declara-
tion of Civil War. War meetings were being held, volun-
teers enlisted, drilled and sent to the front where battles
were being fought, and the slight initial successes of the
rebel army filled the north with consternation. The bitter-
est passions of prejudice and hatred engendered by the
war were loose in the country. Any outrage committed on
either side of the border, if claimed to have been per-
petrated by the enemy, was condoned or overlooked.

Hickok and Wellman took advantage of this hectic and
inflamed condition of the public mind to circulate the re-
port by stage and freight drivers and Pony Express riders,
going east over the Trail, thlat they had been attacked by
a gang of secessionists and in the fight which ensued they
had killed three men and the remaining party escaped.
This news like all stories reéeated by word of mouth be-
came still farther exaggerated and distorted and soon bore
no resemblance to the original affair.

The First Printed Account of Rock Creek Tragedy.

The first contemporaneous account of the story ap-
peared in the Brownville (Nebraska) Advertiser of July
25th, 1861. It gave no names nor its authority, but was
founded on the rumors which had grown in so short a time
to include the pillaging of a wagon train, as follows:

From the West—Six Men Killed—Indians—Scouting
Parties.

The following we extract from a private letter just re-
ceived from a reliable and well informed friend residing
on the Big Blue: '
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“Three wagon loads of arms and Jmmunition passed
through the neighborhood below here last week, going
westward. On Friday three men were killed at Rock
Creek on the Military Road about 30 or 35 miles west of
this. All we know is that the difficulty originated in the
distribution or division of a wagon load of stuff from the
Missouri river, and it is supposed it was one of the three
wagons above mentioned. During the difficulty some
secessionists put a rope around a Union Man's neck, and
dragged him some distance toward a tree with the avowed
purpose of hanging him. He managed to escape, They then
gave him notice to leave in a certain time or be hung. At
the end of the time five of them went to his house to see
if he had gone, when he commenced firing upon them and
killed three out of the five; the other two making a hasty
retreat.” |

Story Started by Wellman and Hickok.

The great issues of the Civil War engrossed the at-
tention of the American people during the next five years
to the exclusion of all minor tragedies,—and this account
was copied only in the Nebraska City News. This earliest
account was forgotten—buried in the old newspaper files
to be resurrected sixty-five years afterwards. It is the
story fresh from the lips of Hickok and Wellman as told
by them and carried to the settlement on the Big Blue and
along the Trail, and with the exception of the speculation
of the correspondent and the slight exaggeration naturally
accumulated in its frequent telling by word of mouth, is
undoubtedly the version of the affair they desired to convey
abroad. At Rock Creek, Little Sandy and Big Sandy
Stations where it was well known that the Stage Company
was'indebted to McCanles for a large sum of money which
he had been unable to collect, and that this was the cause
of the quarrel, Hickok and Wellman enly claimed they
were attacked and killed the men in self defense.

How the Horse Stealing Story Started.
1
This earliest account is of importance, proving as it
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wild Bill said, ‘You see, this McKanles was the Captain
of a gang of desperadoes, horse thieves, murderers and
regular cut-throats who were the terror of everybody
on the border, and kept us in the mountains in hot
water when ever they were around. McKanles and
his gang were border ruffians in the Kansas row. This
was just before the war broke out, McKanles and his
gang, of course went with the rebs.”

Fierce Falsehoods as Told by Wild Bill.

The Kansas border troubles closed in 1856, two years
before David and James McCanles left North Carolina.
David McCanles had never been twenty-five miles west of
Rock Creek Station, and the mountains were over 400 miles
west, across a country unpopulated except by Indians. He
had never been accused of crime by the people who knew
him and were in direct and constant association with him.
He was absolutely honest in all his business dealings. Every
man in the county knew every horse in the county by name
as far as he could recognize it. These old settlers also
stated that no horses were stolen in our county until August,
1864, when the Indians drove the settlers from their homes
and stole a few horses that were left behind. At that time,
Monroe McCanles, a boy of sixteen, took his mother and
the younger children to Marysville where stockades had
been built, and remained until the militia had cleared the
county of Indians.

Nichols Continues His Harper’s Mag&zine Article:

“It was in '61 when | guided a detachment of Cavalry
who were coming from Camp Floyd. We had nearly
reached the Kansas line and were in southern Nebras-
ka when one afternoon | went out of camp to the cabin
of an old friend of mine, Mrs. Waltman.”

More Fabrication.

This is a pure fabrication. Hickok was sent to Rock
Creek Station by the Stage Company, from Leavenworth,
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s. ‘Come in here, you cowardly dog,’ I
l:;lle::::llf ‘Come in here and fight me." ‘'McKanles
was no coward. He jumped inside the room with his

n levelled to shoot; but he was not quick enough.
My rifle ball went through his heart. He fell back out-
side the door.”—then the ruffians came rushing in at
both doors. But 1 never aimed more deliberately in
my life. One-two-three-four; and four men fell dead.
Two of them fired their bird guns at me. One I
knocked down with my fist. The second I shot dead.
The other three clutched and crowded me onto the
bed. Before I could get to my feet | was struck across
my breast with the stock of a rifle and I felt the blood
rushing out of my nose and mouth. Then I got hold
of a knife—and | struck savage blows, following the
devils from one side to the other of the room and into
the corners striking and slashing until I knew that
every one was dead. There were eleven buck shot in
me. | was cut in thirteen places. All of them bad
enough to let the life out of a man. Dr. Mills pulled
me safe through it after a bed siege of many a wezk.”

The Cavalry Company Falsehood.

The Soldier Camping ground was within a stone's
throw of the cabin. Hickok does not explain why the caval-
ry company stood idly by, looking on this so-called ‘‘great-
est one man gun fight in history,” and made no effort to
assist him in this desperate battle with ten secessionists.

Arrest of Wild Bill and Wellman.

This “fight”” occurred July 12th, 1861. On July 15th,
E. B. Hendee, Sheriff of Gage County, Nebraska Territory,
arrested Hickok, Brink and Wellman, and produced them
in court at Beatrice on the same day, having made the trip
of thirty miles with the prisoners in a heavy lumber wagon.
There was not a scar or a scratch on any of them.

|
Wild Bill Story an Impoasible Absurd Lie.
|
The Hickok story as told in Harper's Magazine by
Nichols is impossible and absurd. Nichols endeavors to as-






NEBRASKA HISTORY MAGAZINE 33 .

of crime has ever received. He says that after Hickok had
shot four in as many seconds, six more rushed into the hole
in the ground all firing at him at a range of three feet and
slashing him with knives; that McCanles struck Wild Bill
over the head with a rifle and jumped on him with knives
as well; then Hickok killed McCanles with a shot from a
revolver, and all the rest with knjves, except one who es-
caped on horse back. Mr. Hough says the two McCanles
boys were border outlaws; that in this fight James was killed
first as he stepped into the door of the dugout.

Gage County Court Records Refute Wild Bill Story.

Imagine the appearance of Hickok in Justice Coulter’s
court on his arrest three days later, after six desperadoes
had fired at him with guns loaded with buckshot at a range
of three feet, struck on the head with a rifle by as power-
ful a2 man as McCanles, and stabbed by the entire party of

ruffians with knives, as well. ‘
James McCanles—Banker and Leﬁslator.
|

James McCanles was not present. He was at his home
fifty miles east of Rock Creek Station. James moved to
Colorado in 1864. He laid out the town of Florence on his
land, naming it after his daughter, now Mrs. Florence Col-
lins, of San Jose, Cal. He founded the Bank of Florence in
1884, and in 1900 reorganized it as the First National
Bank of Florence, Colorado, becoming its Vice President.
He was elected a member of the Legislature of the State of
Colorado in 1880, as a Republican. He was elected a
member of the Colorado State Senate in 1886 and again
in 1888, both times on the Republican ticket. Mr. W. H.
Dozier, President of the First National Bank of Canon City,
Colorado, writes me that his acqudintance with James Mec-
Canles extends over a period of more than forty years; that
as a member of the House of Representatives and the
Senate of the State of Colorado, he had a clean record and
served his constituents in a highly 'satisfactory manner.
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Attempt to Show Secession Sympathy.

Mr. Wilstach then states that her testimony establishes
the motive for the renowned duel, and on this evidence,
contradicted by residents of high character, reverses him-
self by saying ‘‘That David C. McCanles's ardent Southern
sympathies led him to appropriate horses for the Confeder-
ate cavalry seems irrefutable,” and *‘that he had previously
threatened Wild Bill with personal violence for his at-
tentions to Sarah Shull.”

It is unfortunate that Sarah Shull should be injected into
this story. At the great age of 93 her wishes that her ident-
ity should be kept a secret and her reluctance to discuss
events in her early life should have been respected. Mr.
Wilstach's allusions to her early history, and his quotations
from Dawson's History of Jefferson County in relation to
her, make most unsavory reading, and pictures her as a
degraded character. Her evidence, therefore, has no value.
It would, apparently, have been damaging to the Station
men, or they would not have sent her in such hot haste out
of the country to parts unknown.

Interview with Monrce McCanles, Only Surviving Witness.

During the fall of 1925 | received several letters from
Mr. Wilstach requesting information about the Hickok-Mc-
Canles affair which 1 answered as fully as I could at that
time. Monroe McCanles moved to Lincoln Center, Kansas,
forty-two years ago, and it was not until after Mr. Wilstach’s
book went to press that | had a personal interview with him
and the sons of James McCanles. In December Wilstach
wrote asking my opinion regarding the story that McCanles
was stealing horses from the Stage Company and running
them off to the Confederate cavalry. | answered on Jan.

12th, 1926, as follows:

To do this, McCanles, his twelve year old son, Monroe,
his young cousin Woods and hired hand Gordon would
have to hold up the loyal and fearless riders of the
Pony Express, the four horse Stages that thundered
over the Oregon Trail and thru Rock Creek Station
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daily, the heavy freight wagons that lined this high-
way,—take their horses and drive them thru the loyal
and Abolitionist State of Kansas, thru Missouri or the
Indian Territory, put the Union armies to flight, pene-
trating their lines to the armies of the Southern Con-
federacy. This is ridiculous stuff, and any one en-
deavoring to put out such a story as anything more
serious than a drunken dream would be the laughing
stock of the public.

McCanles Family were Whig, Union and Republican,

David and James McCanles came| from North Carolina,
a southern state, less than two years before the Civil War.
It is not strange that some, even an old settler, hearing and
reading the multiplicity of sensational tales should believe
them Southern sympathizers, and thru the years build up a
story as ridiculous as the discredited ones. [ confess
that many ‘‘traditional tales” have been relegated to limbo
by a careful and critical examination of the facts and official
documents in this case. ‘

I learned recently, after much investigation and personal
interviews with the sons of David and James McCanles,
that during his eight years in active political life in North
Carolina, David belonged to that party which was opposed
to secession; that James not only received his education
from his ‘“‘Big Brother,”” his pattern and ideal, but his
political training as well, and the records in the State Capitol
of Colorado show that James was a life-long Republican in
politics.

Relatives of David and James in Western North Carolina
and Eastern Tennessee suffered severe persecution for their
Union sympathies and sentiments and _]“ames removed forty-
five of them to Colorado as soon as he possibly could after

the close of the Civil War.

Why Wellman and Hickck Killed Woods and Gordon.

“It is inexplicable,” Wilstach séys, “that either Mr.
or Mrs. Wellman or Wild Bill should, after McCanles
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was shot, suddenly develop a frenzied desire to kill
Woods and Gordon, 'with whom they had no apparent
quarrel.”

It is not inexplicable. It is a positively proven fact, and
is explained by the law of self preservation. The first thing
to do after the killing of McCanles was to destroy all
damaging evidence of the crime. This they proceeded to do
in a most brutal fashion. But unfortunately for the heroic
character Hickok's biographers must sustain, Monroe Mc-
Canles escaped and lives to tell the story exactly as he told
it as a truthful boy of twelve.

The “‘inexplicable thing” would be, that David Mec-
Canles, the largest landowner and richest man in the
county, as riches went in those days, should go upon his
own property, “‘appropriate” six horses and two pcaies,—
the usual number kept at the Station,~—leave his wife and
children,—he had five of them, two, four, seven, ten and
twelve years old,—and embark on an idiotic adventure
that would cost him his life before he had gone one day's
journey.

“‘Another curious! thing””, Mr. Wilstach continues,
“is that Monroe McCanles, who was standing by his
father when he was shot by Wild Bill, was not called
as a witness. J. L. McCanles was present with his
nephew. He was a very able man—later a state sena-
tor of Colorado—but hearing the defense he seems
to have let the case go by default. George V. Ayres,
Justice Albert Towle's son-in-law spent his boyhood
days near the Rock Creek Station, and he informs the
writer that Wild Bill was ‘bound over to the Circuit
court’ ;—Public sentiment was so strong in approval
of Hickok's act that the case was dropped.”

Monroe McCanles not Allowed to Testify.

As has previously been stated, Justice Coulter did not
permit Monroe to testify nor to hear any of the evidence
given by the accused men. He was excluded from the room
during the entire time they gave their testimony. James
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tions of the frontier saloon. Thus died the real Hickok.
The mythical Hickok, the gentlemanly gun-man, still lives
in fiction and on the screen, an incitement to the youth of
the country for lives of crime.

The McCanles Family Has Always Made Good.

David Colbert McCanles still lives—in his children, grand-
children and great grandchlldren His sons started in life as
farmers. Clingman and\ his invalid sister, Elizabeth, still
live on a farm near the old Rock Creek home. Monroe,
Julius and Charles later engaged in the mercantile business
in which they were eminently successful. Many years ago,
Monroe having acquired a competence, retired from active
business and with the wife of his youth, the daughter of
Joseph McCreight, a pioneer farmer of Big Sandy Creek,
live in their lovely home on Bellefontaine Avenue, Kansas
City, Mo. Monroe inherits his father’s love of music and
has engaged in many old fashioned contests on the violin.
His son Joseph Colbert, is professor of music in the Uni-
versity of the State of Kansas. His son, Guy H., is the
head of the McCanles Building Company, which has con-
structed hotels and apartment houses in Kansas City, Mo.
housing more than 50,000 people. Wendell W., is a
prominent and successful attorney of Kansas City, with an
extensive practice as a trial lawyer in the states of Missouri,
Kansas and Oklahoma. He inherits in a remarkable degree
his grandfather’s talent for public speaking. John and
Julian are farmers and excellent musicians, A grandson
Martin, son of Guy, played the violin at the age of seven,
and now at the age of thirteen is an accomplished per-
former on piano and violin.

David Colbert McCanles' direct descendants now num-
ber seventy-seven, all leading busy, useful and exemplary
lives.

The Grave of David Colbert McCanles.

For twenty years McCanles rested peacefully in his own
ground by the side of the great transcontinental trail and

near the East Rock Creek Station which he had built.



NEBRASKA HISTORY MAGAZINE 41

For a few months after his death the riders of the Pony
Express raced by his new made grave—then suddenly, on
the completion of the telegraph line to the Pacific coast this
romantic and spectacular episode in American history
passed away forever. A few years iater, on the completion
of the transcontinental railroad, the stage and freight wagons
were withdrawn, and the Oregon Trail, which had been the
war path of the Indian, the trail of the trapper, fur trader
and explorer, the hishway of the Oregon, California and
Mormon emigrations and the Gold Rush of 1849, the
Military road and great artery of transcontinental travel
and commerce, became overgrown with weeds and grass.
The quiet of an earlier day—the peace of God settled over
this region, but its romantic and turbulent history will live
in story and song as long as the English language is spoken
and people treasure and recount the heroic deeds of its
pioneers.

On the building of the Burlington and Missouri River
R. R. in 1885 up the narrow valley of Rock Creek it be-
came necessary to remove the bodies buried there, and the
children of David Colbert McCanles tenderly carried and
reinterred the remains of their father in the beautiful ceme-
tery at Fairbury, Nebraska, where they now rest.

APPENDIX
(By George W. Hapnsen)

Little regard seems to have been given to the accuracy of
names or their spelling at this time. James B. Hickok's name
appears on the documents in the preliminary trial after his ap-
pearance in court as “William B. Hickok,” and he evidently
gave that to the justice as his name. The justice wrote the name
of the prosecuting witness ‘‘Leroy McCanles’”’ in the complaint,
and it was signed “L. McCanles.”” On other papers James signed
his name “J. L. McCanles,” and “J. L. McCanless.” Later he
- dropped the name of Leroy, and retained only his given names
of James Alexander.

Wild Bill (Hickok)-McCanles Fight—Copies of Original
Papers Presénted by Geo. W. Hansen, Fairbury, June
9, 1926, to Nebraska State Historical Society

Complaint
Territory of Nebraska °
88
County of Gage
The Complainant and informant, Leroy McCanles, of the County
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of Johnson, Territory aforesaid, made before T. M. Coulter,
Esquire, one of the Justices of the Peace in and for Gage County,
on the 13th day of July 1861, who being duly sworn on his
oath says:
that the crime of murder has been committed in the County of
Jones and that Duch Bill, Dock and Wellman (their other names
unknown) committed the same.
L. M. McCanles.

Subscribed and sworn to before me
this 13th, day of July 1861.

T. M. Coulter

Justice of the Peace.

‘Warrant
Territory of Nebraska

County of Gage
In the Name and by the authority of the Territory of Nebraska,
To all Sheriffs constables and coroners of said Territory,

It appearing that Duch Bill, Dock and Wellman has committed
the crime of Murder in the County of Jones you are therefore
commanded forthwith to arrest Duch Bill, Dock and Wellman
and bring them before me or some other Magistrate of this
County to be dealt with according to law.

T. M. Coulter,
Justice of the Peace.
Given under my band this
13th, July A. D. 1861,
Endorsed as follows:
‘Warrant. The within warrant came to hand this 13th, day of
July 1861 at two o’clock P. M.

Served the within warrant by arresting the within Duch Bill,

Dock and Wellman this 15th, day of July 1861.

E. B. Hendee,

Sheriff of Gage Co N. T.
Sheriffs fees 5.50

Bond
Territory of Nebraska
versus
Duch Bill, Dock and Wellman
Territory of Nebraska
ss County of Gage.

I, Leroy McCanless, Principal and........cooeeee ... surety, do,
and by these presents are firmly bound in the penal sum of
Twenty five Dollars: Now the conditions of this bond are such
that if the action in the above cause be duly prosecuted the above
bond to be Null and void otherwise to be in full force and bind-
ing in law.

J. L. McCanles.
Subscribed and sworn to before
me this 13th, day of July, 1861.
T. M. Coulter,
Justice of peace.
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Subpoena

Territory of Nebraska

S8
County of Gage

To Noah H. Brown. You are hereby commanded to appear

before me at my office in Beatrice N. T. Forthwith to testify on
the part of the Territory of-Nebraska in an action wherein the
Territory of Nebraska is planitiff and Duch Bill, Dock and Well-
man are Defendants on a charge of murder.

T. M. Coulter, Justice of the Peace.
Endorsed: I deptize J. L. McCanless to serve the within sum-
mons. Beatrice, July 16th, 1861. E. B. Hendee, Sheriff.
Came to hand this July 16th, 1861 at 1 o’clock P. M. not served,

can not be found. _
J. L. McCanless, Dept.

Bill of Costs.

TO THE Honorable
County Court
Gage County, Nebraska Territory.
Justice fees, 6.95, Sheriffs fees 83.10, Meyer, Constable .40
Witness fees.
Jackson & Mrs. Hellen Ney, $10.00 Martin Ney..ccecccennunnnns

Joseph & Sarah Baker.......... 10.00 Jane Wellman............
[ra Mott...oooeeeiveeereeeeeanne. .. 5.00 Fred Hagenstine........
Joseph Holmes........ .. 5.50J. H. Browh..cccooeen.....
Munroe McCanles.................. 5.00 Sanford Grayson........

Total............

This is the Bill of Costs in the case of |

Territory of Nebraska against Wm. B. Hickok, J. W. Brink
& Horrace G. Wellman on a charge of Murder which was not
sustained, and the costs have to come off of the County.

Said cause was examined before me on July 15, 16, & 18 A.
D. 1861,

T. M. Coulter, J. P.
Endorsed:
Laid over for a rehearing Oct 7, 1861
Nov. 30, Laid over.
Gage County, Nebraska Territory,
August the 15 1861, "

An affidavit of J. L. McCanles for a change of venue in a
surtin Case whair E. B. Hendee and others Claimes the sum of
Eighty three Dollars and cts. whair the Defeyant swairs that
T. M. Coulter is an important witness in this case therefore he
Clames a change of venue Before sum other Justice of the Pese.

J. L. McCanles.

I most solemnly swear that the above affidavit is True to the
best of my knodwledge and belief, so help me God.

J. L. McCanles.

Subscribed and sworn to before me this 15th, day of August

A. D. 1861,
I T. M., Coulter.
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Allowance of Bill of Costs,

At a regular term of the County Court held at the home of
J. P. Mumford in Beatrice, Gage County, N. T. on the 6th of
Jan. 1862,

Ordered, ‘

That the account of T. M. Coulter for costs in the case where-
in the Territory of Nebraska is Plaintiff, and William B. Hickok,
J. W. Brink and Horrace G. Wellman are Defendants be not
axcepted.

That J. W. Bolinger (of Pawnee City) be retained as counsil
for Gage County in a certain contemplated appeal case wherein
E. B. Hendee is Plaintiff and Gage County is Defendant in a suit
for recovering costs in the case of Territory of Nebraska vs
Willlam B. Hickok, J. W. Brink and Horrace G. Wellman on a
charge of Murder which was not sustained.

A compromise seems to have been effected for later in the
day the following entry appears:

Ordered that the account of E. B. Hendee for services in a
case wherein the Territory of Nebraska was Plaintiff and Well-
man and others were Defendants be approved and filed $59.70.

Commissioners Record No. 1.

At a special Term of County Court held at the house of F.
L. Roper, in Beatrice, Gage County, N. T. on the second day
of August, 1862, there were present County Commissioners J. B.
Mattingly, Fordyce Roper and William Tyler.

Ordered

That E. B. Hendee be allowed Twenty & 10/100 Dollars for
serv}ces in the case of the Territory of Nebraska vs Wellman
et als.

That H. M. Reynolds be allowed Ten Dollars for Possee Com.
and lGua.rd in the case of the Territory of Nebraska vs Wellman
et als.

That H. M. Wickham be allowed Twelve & 60/100 Dollars
for Tervices in the case of Territory of Nebraska vs Wellman
et als.

That R. C. Davis be allowed Six Dollars for Services in the
case of Territory of Nebraska vs. Wellman et als.

That D. Jimison be allowed EHight Dollars for Services in the
case of Territory of Nebraska vs Wellman et als.

That F. Roper be allowed One & 650/100 Dollars for use of
horse in case of Territory of Nebraska vs Wellman et als.

That E. C. Austin be allowed One & 50/100 Dollars for use
of horse In case of Territory of Nebraska vs Wellman et als.
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