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INSIDE LOOK
THE MISSOURI KID

Papa was a sharecropper. He worked like a slave in the cornfields alongside the blacks. My fondest memories are jawing with Papa on the front porch. He was a great man. I always wanted to be like him. I wonder if I’d have made him proud now that I’m famous.

From the earliest age I was fascinated with life west of the Mississippi. I must’ve read the account of the battle at the Alamo a hundred times from newspaper clippings Papa kept regarding the war for Texas independence. Then, before we knew it, the War Between the States was upon us. Papa went away to fight with the Union army because he felt slavery was morally wrong.

I tried to pull my weight around the farm, but I reckon I was daydreaming most of the time. Uncle Pete did the lion’s share of the work. He was an amazing fellow. Folks said he was feeble-minded, but he was quite a talented person in my mind. He knew everything about farming, and whatever he touched grew. He was one heck of a whittler, too. He carved for me a six-shooter out of pinewood and fashioned a holster from real leather. I pretended I was a gunfighter while playing with Leroy, a Negro boy from a neighboring farm. I practiced my quick draw for hours every day. Mama didn’t like it, but she tolerated it just the same.

Papa returned a broken man. He’d contracted the coughing disease while a prisoner of war in Andersonville. Papa toiled hard as ever until he owned our farm outright. Try as he did, he just couldn’t keep up with the pace he’d set for himself. The consumption finally killed him, but not before he taught me to shoot a Winchester rifle and a Colt revolver.

Uncle Pete kept the farm in operation, until one night he went to bed and never woke up again. Mama had to sell out and we moved to Sedalia. Auntie Faye let us live with her. She was the widow of a former aide to the governor and reasonably well-to-do. Mama was an accomplished seamstress and helped support the family. After a spell it was only Mama, Faye, and my little brother Alex. Sister Carrie had run off and married some dude in Saint Louis, while I was in Jefferson City studying law. My interests gradually changed to journalism, however. I wanted to head west and report on Indian wars and interview Kit Carson. Unfortunately, I learned soon afterwards that the great trailblazer already had passed on.

I never finished college. The urge to roam overcame my interest in scholastics. I sold my belongings and departed in the spring of 1874. All I had was my horse, pack, bedroll, the six-shooter Papa bought me, Papa’s deer rifle, and about seventy dollars in silver. I also carried plenty of paper and pencils so I could record every detail of my journey. I worked odd jobs along the way to gain eating money, and I won a few extra dollars competing in shooting contests.

My experience in Abilene Kansas was especially memorable. I had a week’s worth of trail dust on me, and I was parched from the sun. I flopped my carcass on a barstool using my overcoat as a cushion. The bartender served me a cool beer and a shot of whiskey. He could tell I was a stranger and asked where I was from. I said I was born in Missouri. I downed the whiskey and sipped on the beer, making small talk with the bartender. Suddenly he stood straight up and grunted, “Here comes trouble.”
A husky and dusky bushwhacker entered the tavern with two lowlife characters following behind. I paid little attention to them, until the big guy approached me. He pointed out, “You’re new around here, ain’t you?” “What of it?” I groaned. He replied, “Well, it happens to be a custom around here that newcomers buy the first round.” “Your custom, not mine,” I informed. Then he became belligerent trying to feign friendship. “Tell you what,” he said, “You buy a round, and then I’ll buy a round.” I finished my beer and arose from the stool. “Sorry, but I was just leaving,” I announced. “Not so fast!” he exclaimed, grabbing at my arm. I jerked my arm away giving him a cross look. I could tell he was bucking for a fight. I studied his movement. He took a swing with his fist, but I backed away, fully prepared for it. He charged at me, burying his head in my stomach and backing me up against the bar. I punched him in the groin then shoved him back with my boot heel.

He backed off several paces, pulled his coat around his gun, and told me I was about to die. I focused my gaze on his gun hand while the patrons in the bar slowly moved to the corners of the establishment. As everyone expected, he went for his gun. All I remember was the sound of two guns discharging in rapid succession, followed by the clatter of a mirror falling to the ground in pieces behind me. A moment elapsed before reality set in and I regained my senses. The varmint lay in a pile on the floor. I felt queasy in the stomach, but forced the beer back down as I holstered my revolver. I watched when one of his sidekicks flipped him over on his back. There was a hole in his belly surrounded by blood where his heart used to be.
A sheriff came rushing to the scene with his six-shooter drawn. He looked at me with steely eyes and demanded that I unbuckle my gun belt. The bartender pleaded my case, relating that the dead man went for his gun first. That story was corroborated by a well-dressed gentleman wearing a derby hat. Apparently, he was the local judge. He explained the situation and ordered the sheriff to complete a full report including the observations of the bartender, himself, and a few other witnesses. He mentioned that he would sign the document to make it official, declaring there would be no need to hold me for trial. 

The sheriff concluded the episode warning me, “I better not see your face when the sun comes up.” No matter, because I was planning to bust the dust anyway. As I flung the doors open, I overheard people talking about “how fast the kid was” and how “Connors had barely cleared leather.” Already my legacy was developing and beginning to spread.
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