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For Duncan,
who likes adventure stories,
and, as always and forever,
for Carolyn





Tho’ much is taken, much abides; and tho’
We are not now that strength which in old days
Mov’d earth and heaven, that which we are, we are:
One equal temper of heroic hearts,
Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will
To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.

“Ulysses” BY ALFRED TENNYSON, 1842
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PROLOGUE
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The Burial of the Flag: Eagle Pass, Texas, July 1, 1865

Five men stood knee-deep in the muddy shallows of the Rio Grande, each clutching an edge of a tattered Confederate flag that billowed lightly in the soft early morning breeze. On the other side of the wide river, still rushing from the late spring rains, were the low adobe huts of Piedras Negras and two thousand troops loyal to their beleaguered and exiled president, Benito Juárez. Beyond lay the turbulent nation of Mexico—vast, hostile, alien—uneasily ruled by the French army supporting the Hapsburg interloper known as the emperor Maximilian.

Above the men, on a bluff overlooking the river, lay the dusty border town of Eagle Pass, Texas. This desolate crossroads had been the last outpost of the shattered Confederacy. Behind it loomed the newly triumphant United States, now nearly as foreign as Mexico—and, to their minds, no less hostile—to these men who had tried for so many long years to dismember it.

Gaunt, bearded, clad in threadbare gray tunics, the five soldiers looked years older than their age—yet only one was over forty. Their names were Slayback, Elliott, Williams, Gordon, and Blackwell, and they were colonels in General Jo Shelby’s “Iron Brigade” of Missouri Volunteers. That is, they had been. Now the war was lost and the brigade disbanded. Most of its thousand-plus survivors had gone back to their farms and villages, and to their families. Fewer than two hundred of the Missourians remained, along with a motley crew of adventurers, fortune hunters, and deserters from half a dozen armies who had stuck to Shelby like cockleburs on his march through Texas.

Shelby’s colonels and his men knew why they stayed with him, and it was more than mere self-interest. He was the Jeb Stuart of the Trans-Mississippi West, as the newspapers had it—the daring cavalry commander renowned for his slashing forays behind Union lines in Missouri and Arkansas, and tarred by some as a bushwhacker who harbored the infamous William Quantrill and the James brothers. Shelby’s brigade had followed him on his famous raid into Missouri in 1863—six weeks of attack and parry, of plundering Union storage depots and capturing Union soldiers, of sleeping in saddles. And they had been with him in 1864 when he rescued the Confederate forces under the lumbering general Sterling Price from certain destruction at the critical Battle of Westport, near Kansas City. Jo Shelby had risked their lives many times for the Confederacy, which was no more. Now they would place an all-or-nothing bet on his latest gamble, this grand final adventure, the march into Mexico.

Some of those watching the flag ceremony from the bluff above the river were not Shelby’s soldiers but prominent men, years and—in some cases—decades older than the young general. They had been senators, congressmen, and governors, and there was a clutch of high-ranking officers, including Major General John Magruder, hero of the Battle of Galveston. Like Shelby, whose home and businesses in western Missouri had long since been reduced to smoldering ruins, these men had nothing to go back to. When Shelby had vowed to seek a new life in Mexico, they willingly acknowledged him as their leader.

Shelby sat silently on a sorrel mare near his officers in the river, leaning forward slightly, resting his crippled right arm on the pommel of his saddle. In his left hand he held his slouch hat with its famous curling black ostrich plume. His face was deeply tanned under a thatch of black hair, his expression remote and stern under a heavy russet beard. Not a large man, bow-legged from years in the saddle, lean but broad-shouldered, he conveyed motion and force even in repose. And violence: “He fought like a man who invented fighting,” wrote an admiring biographer, “and the men of the Missouri Cavalry Brigade looked on him as the perfect commanding officer: colorful and dashing,” reckless with his own life but careful with those of his men.

Abruptly Shelby spoke, halting the officers as they prepared to fold and sink the flag. They waited as he dismounted and waded slowly toward them. He withdrew the black plume from his hat brim and laid it gently within the folds of the flag before it vanished beneath the muddy water. This battle, his typically picturesque gesture said—this four-year battle that the North called the Civil War and the South the War of the Rebellion—was over.

Another struggle beyond the Rio Grande awaited. For Shelby and his men, as Tennyson said of Homer’s Ulysses, it was “not too late to seek a newer world.” None of them could know whether that world would be better or worse than the one they were rejecting.


PART ONE
THE CALL TO ARMS

1830–65


ONE
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From Privileged Youth to Border Ruffian

In the early 1850s,1 a dozen years before he crossed into Mexico, nothing could have compelled Jo Shelby to leave the world of privilege and wealth into which he had been born. Well before his birth, the Shelby name was a famous one in Virginia, Tennessee, and Kentucky, denoting a numerous, widespread, and very successful clan. A common ancestor from Wales, Evan Shelby, had arrived in Pennsylvania in 1735 with his wife and four sons. Evan set the tone for the strain of violence and eccentric independence that would emerge in some of his progeny: Presiding at a wedding in Maryland, he blessed the couple by saying “Jump Dog, Leap Bitch, and I’ll be damned if all the Men on Earth can unmarry you.” He also threatened to “job a fork into the Gutts” of the groom when he showed signs of backing out.

Evan’s energetic sons2 soon moved west and south, becoming wealthy entrepreneurs and men of property along the Appalachian frontier. His second son, David, sowed crops and begat children, eleven in all; the ninth of these was Orville, Jo’s father, born in 1803.

Orville’s short life was shadowed by illness, but he had a golden touch when it came to business and marriage. His first wife was an heiress who died young and left him wealthy. His second, in 1829, was Anna Maria Boswell, daughter of a prominent physician in Lexington, Kentucky. Their son Joseph Orville—called J.O. or Jo for his initials from the day of his birth on December 12, 1830—would barely remember his father, who died, just thirty-two, in 1835. Orville left behind enough for his family to live on, including a trust fund for his son that would be his on his twenty-first birthday, in 1851—a healthy sum of $80,000, the equivalent of more than $2 million today.

In 1843, when Jo was twelve, his mother married Benjamin Gratz, who was already related to Jo by marriage: Benjamin’s recently deceased wife was Anna Shelby’s aunt. Gratz was then forty-nine, with three sons in their late teens and a fourth, Cary, who was just a year and a half older than Jo.

Benjamin Gratz was the scion of a family of eighteenth-century German Jewish immigrants who became merchants and men of distinction in prerevolutionary Philadelphia. Educated as a lawyer at the University of Pennsylvania, he had met Maria Gist, Anna’s aunt, while on a business trip to Lexington in Kentucky, one of several states where his family owned land. Among the Gratz holdings in Kentucky was the farmland where Mammoth Cave was discovered in the late eighteenth century.

In the opening decades of the nineteenth century,3 Lexington developed from a rough frontier village into one of the country’s more sophisticated inland cities; it liked to call itself the “Athens of the West.” Gratz become a wealthy hemp merchant and a leading citizen. One indication of Lexington’s sophistication may be suggested by its apparent willingness not only to tolerate but to welcome a Jew—even an essentially secular, nonobservant Jew like Gratz—into its aristocratic hierarchy. It could not have hurt that Gratz’s sister Rebecca was said to be Sir Walter Scott’s model for the beautiful heroine of that name in the hugely popular historical novel Ivanhoe: Scott’s novels had long provided models of chivalric behavior for those in the South who considered themselves aristocrats, as the wealthy planters and commercial barons of Kentucky did.

For seven years, young Jo Shelby lived a charmed life of privilege and ease in Benjamin Gratz’s brick Georgian mansion. He was an impressionable boy, with an intellectually acute and involved new father who saw Jo’s education in all things—or tried to. Too restless to be a good student, Jo was tutored at home by a succession of frustrated young men, students at Transylvania University, just down the street. His mother offered only occasional supervision; she would bear three children by her new husband within the first five years of their marriage, and whatever free time she had was devoted to her passions for cultivating roses, reading Shakespeare, and supporting the city’s orphans’ home.

Riding was Jo’s passion, and it was readily indulged. In a part of the country devoted to fine horses and daredevil feats of equestrian agility, he excelled. Slender and lithe, Jo sat his horse like a young centaur—no fence was too high, no ditch too wide for the sorrel roans he preferred because they rarely stumbled.

Jo’s exemplar as a horseman was his neighbor John Hunt Morgan, five years his senior, and destined, like Shelby, to become one of the Confederacy’s greatest cavalry officers. Another older youth who impressed Shelby with his brilliant mind and argumentative nature was his stepcousin B. Gratz Brown, who would later become governor of Missouri and Horace Greeley’s running mate in the 1872 presidential election.

But the most striking of his youthful influences4 was the darkly handsome Frank Blair, who would later become one of William T. Sherman’s generals in Georgia and a key adviser to Abraham Lincoln. Combative from the day of his birth in 1821, Blair was kicked out of Yale for carousing and left Princeton after shooting a man in a barroom brawl. Sent by his father to calm down at Transylvania, in 1842 and 1843, Blair lived for a time in the Gratz house and was Jo’s tutor—one of the more successful ones because they shared the same rebellious temperament.

Benjamin Gratz was well known for his hospitality and often opened his home to the great men of his own and earlier generations. One of these, the Marquis de Lafayette, provided a link with George Washington himself. In 1826, Lafayette, by that time a hale sixty-eight years of age, was feted at a ball in Lexington while on his sentimental tour of the nation during the fiftieth anniversary of its Revolution. While there, he dined with the Gratz family and dandled the infant Howard Gratz—the stepbrother, five years his senior, with whom Jo Shelby would become closest—on his knee.

Another frequent Gratz guest over many years was Frank Blair’s father, Francis Preston Blair, Sr., the newspaper publisher and intimate friend of President Andrew Jackson. (Blair’s former house in Washington, D.C., remains today the official state guesthouse for the president of the United States.) Other renowned visitors were Missouri senators Thomas Hart Benton and Henry Clay, who devoted their careers to heading off the great war between North and South that they saw coming. (Clay lost the presidential election in 1844 to James K. Polk, who promptly embroiled the United States in a war with Mexico whose echoes would touch Shelby profoundly in 1865. In 1873, Clay’s grandson would marry Jo Shelby’s half sister Anna.)

Benjamin Gratz, like most of his guests, was strongly pro-Union, and he would remain loyal to it when war did break out. He was also like Henry Clay and other patriots in that he owned slaves. Jo himself was attended by a black servant close to his own age named Billy Hunter; his mother bought him at the Lexington slave mart as an eleventh-birthday present for her son. (Billy later said that he had cost Mrs. Shelby $2,000—the equivalent of $50,000 today.) Both boys assumed the rightness of the world into which they had been born, and they became close friends in a way that would baffle later generations of Americans. Billy would stay by his master’s side throughout much of the war and would weep at Shelby’s grave more than thirty years after he had won his freedom.

Young Jo was not only indifferent to formal study5 but inclined toward horseplay and practical jokes. One day, according to family legend, he and some friends crept into a room at the Transylvania University medical school where a cadaver had been prepared for dissection in an adjoining classroom. The boys lifted the cadaver from the coffin, and one of them—perhaps Jo—took his place while the others replaced the lid. The pranksters hid in the shadows as young black slaves came in to carry away the coffin. As they began to lift it, the slaves were terrified to hear a sepulchral moan from within the coffin, and then a hoarse voice pleading, “Lift me gently, lift me gently!”

When Jo was sixteen, Benjamin Gratz decided to send him east for a year to have some of his rough edges sanded off at a finishing school in eastern Pennsylvania. His stepbrother Cary would accompany him for at least part of the stay, and both boys would be able to visit frequently with their aunt Rebecca, who lived with one of her other brothers in Philadelphia.

Born in 1781, Rebecca Gratz was still a beautiful woman6 in her old age. Like her namesake in Ivanhoe, she had never married. It was rumored that she had spurned a secret Gentile lover—Henry Clay and Washington Irving were among those suggested—but in fact she had chosen to devote herself to caring for her extended family, and she was greatly revered as “the foremost American Jewish woman of the nineteenth century” for her intelligence and her philanthropic works. In 1844 she had spent the summer with her brother’s family in Lexington. Much taken with both Jo and Cary, she assured their father that they would be welcome in her house.

Often sickly, with a tendency toward whooping cough, Cary was quieter than the obstreperous Jo. Rebecca said Cary was a “sweet” boy, “the beauty and the cadet of the family, still in my mind’s eye the loveliest of children.” She was also touched by Cary’s solicitude for Jo, who had his virtues but was never “sweet”: For defying the headmaster at the school he and Cary briefly attended in Philadelphia, Jo was locked in his room and put on bread and water rations for three days, until Cary intervened.

By the time he returned home in 1847, Jo had won his aunt’s heart completely. Impish and irrepressible, he “seems to have the spirit of mirth inborn in him,” Rebecca told Ann. “He is as merry as a bird, or rather as a boy let loose from School, which he illustrated in a way to justify the adage.” She would miss his lively presence, Rebecca said, but knew that Jo’s parents would certainly “rejoice” in his new application to “his studies.”

Jo Shelby’s inclinations would always be more practical than academic. As an adolescent and a young man in the late 1840s, he was groomed as a merchant prince, not as a scholar. He did his best to absorb his stepfather’s essential injunction—“those who get along best in the world are those who conduct themselves with amiability, urbane in their manners, and perfectly honorable in all their transactions”—and began work in Benjamin Gratz’s hemp factory when he was seventeen.

Commercial hemp is virtually unknown today in the United States; for years it was legally proscribed because of a spurious association with its cousin, marijuana. But in the first half of the nineteenth century it was a major cash crop in Kentucky. Farmed and then processed into bags and cordage for baling cotton, among other uses, hemp was the foundation of an industry that was both profitable and labor intensive in the extreme.

Benjamin Gratz’s “ropewalk,” where Shelby began his business career, was typical of the factories that dotted southern Appalachia in general and Kentucky in particular. Two stories high, the main building was a narrow structure nearly two hundred feet long and twenty-five feet wide; workers at spindles and looms lined the sides of both floors. Black slaves tied hemp strands around their waists and hooked them onto spinning wheels, then walked back and forth to form extended strands that were twisted into ropes of varying thickness.

It was Shelby’s job to see that the men kept up a regular pace. There is no record of him whipping slaves—as Harriet Beecher Stowe’s villain Simon Legree does in Uncle Tom’s Cabin—but the work for the men on the floor was at best monotonous, often hot and always dirty, and deadening to mind and spirit alike. To pay free men the kind of wages they demanded for such labor would have made the products of the hemp industry ruinously expensive. Simple business economics thus made slavery necessary for the survival of these enterprises, and of their owners’ way of life. Convinced as they were that blacks were inferior to whites, most slave owners, including even Benjamin Gratz, ignored the moral quandary in which their successful businesses inevitably landed them.

In 1851, Shelby came of age and into his munificent inheritance. His decision to move some three hundred miles west to the village of Waverly, Missouri, must have caused his mother some pain—earlier, when he had briefly considered moving to St. Louis, his aunt Rebecca wrote sympathetically to Anna Gratz that she would certainly miss the presence of so “amiable affectionate & clever” a son. But Shelby was eager to strike out on his own. Stirred by the lure of the frontier, he was more than ready to heed the advice of an Indiana editor in 1851, made famous later, in a shorter version, by Horace Greeley: “Go West, young man, and grow with the country.”

It had been Howard Gratz, Shelby’s cautious and sobersided stepbrother, who initially suggested that he and Jo begin their own hemp business in western Missouri, where land was fertile and cheap. They decided upon Waverly, one of dozens of American villages whose name was inspired by Sir Walter Scott’s novel Waverley and its sequels, early nineteenth-century bestsellers about the Scottish rebellion in 1745 and its consequences. A William Shelby—a distant cousin—had lived with his family on a farm near Waverly for many years and would ease the path of the new arrivals into the community.

Attractively perched on a wooded bluff above the Missouri River, three-quarters of a mile wide at that point, Waverly had been a distribution point for shipping lumber, furs, and farm products for thirty years. It had a flour mill, an iron foundry, a blacksmith shop, a few stores, and a scattering of wood-frame dwellings for its several hundred inhabitants. A far cry from sophisticated Lexington, the placid village of Waverly in those days must have been much like that of Mark Twain’s hometown of Hannibal as he recalled it in Life on the Mississippi—an isolated mote of the universe where old men sat languidly whittling on the porch of the mercantile until the effort “broke them down,” and yellow dogs slept in the dusty streets until the arriving steamboat’s whistle shrieked and the town jumped to life.

Waverly was exciting enough, though, for Jo Shelby during the three years that it took him and Howard to build their new business—years that coincided with a boom in the national economy. By 1855, Shelby and Gratz were prospering as the proud owners of the Waverly Steam Rope Company, which depended on the hard labor of twenty slaves. They also owned a warehouse and a seven-hundred-acre farm, raising not just hemp but wheat and corn, as well as five thousand hogs, a thousand head of cattle, and hundreds of fine horses.

The market for hemp alone was so strong—in 1853 they sold more than four hundred tons at $120 a ton—that the brothers expanded their horizons. They built a giant sawmill a few miles away, made plans to move into real estate with a new town to be called Berlin, and bought their own steamboats in order to avoid being gouged by the piratical private owners who transported their goods to St. Louis. Shelby even thought about founding a college. But for Shelby, the most visible and satisfying symbol of his success was the bachelor palace he built in 1853, a columned white frame house halfway up the bluff—grandly known as Mount Rucker—above his shoreside ropewalk.

Shelby enjoyed his bachelor years in Waverly.7 Plantation parties and riverboat excursions gave him needed breaks from the press of business, and he became known in the county as a man of style as well as substance. Snub-nosed and larky as a boy, he grew into dignified manhood and sported a thick, flowing beard to enhance his maturity. Always something of a dandy, he wore broadcloth coats and fawn-colored trousers that accentuated his broad chest and narrow hips. A fearless horseman, a graceful dancer, and a witty conversationalist, he was admired equally by the young men and women of his circle. “He was the finest looking man I ever saw, black hair and handsome features,” an acquaintance recalled. “He looked like somebody. He looked like someone who had something to him, like he was a fine strong man, which no doubt he was.”

Though famously impatient and hot-tempered, Shelby was not notably aggressive in those early years of his manhood. Unlike most of the men he would befriend and later lead in battle, he fought no duels at a time when personal feuds and exaggerated concepts of honor made dueling commonplace. Nor was he, in contrast to his boyhood idol John Hunt Morgan, fascinated by military history and anxious to prove himself as a warrior. He took the South’s side in the never-ending quarrels of the day over slavery and secession, but less fiercely than his friend and former tutor Frank Blair supported the North—Blair was already famous as a Free-Soil Democrat in St. Louis. Rather, Shelby simply assumed the rightness of his society, whose economic pillars were balanced on the backs of slaves.

But in the mid-1850s, as the pressure from Northern abolitionists to destroy slavery started to peak, Shelby began to understand the argument he had heard so many times in the Gratz household from Henry Clay, Thomas Hart Benton, and his stepfather. Geography is destiny, they had said. Where you are born and where you live shapes your fate more than you can ever imagine.
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Shelby’s destiny was determined in 1854. It was in that fateful year that Congress passed the Kansas-Nebraska Act, granting those two territories the right to statehood, with the proviso that voters in the territories could decide for themselves whether they would allow slavery. Nebraska would certainly reject slave-state status. If Kansas, too, rejected slavery, the precarious balance of Henry Clay’s 1820 Missouri Compromise would tilt strongly toward the North.

The Missouri Compromise had proscribed slavery in the so-called unorganized territory of the Great Plains—including Kansas—but had allowed it in Missouri and in the Arkansas Territory. Its basic premise was that Missouri would be admitted to the Union in 1821 as a slave state, but that its southern border, when extended westward, would form the northernmost boundary for possible additional slave states.

Missouri’s status as a slave state had always been a problem for the North because of its intrusive geography. It stretches more than three hundred miles from its southern border with Arkansas to its northern border with Iowa. Abraham Lincoln’s rock-solid Northern state of Illinois shared most of Missouri’s long eastern border, down the Mississippi River to Cairo—just above Missouri’s very short border with the slave state of Kentucky, which was famous as an escape route for slaves fleeing to freedom in the North.

Missouri’s geography made it the linchpin of the then-western United States. That, and its size: It was nearly as large in area as Pennsylvania, Maryland, and New Jersey combined, with a white population of more than half a million, third behind Virginia and Kentucky of the slave states. Its slave population, however, was much less than that of its sister states in the South; this meant that there was a substantial part of the citizenry, especially in the northeastern counties, with no vested interest in defending slavery. Those who defended it were mostly in the western part of the state, and they sought to go on the offensive by expanding their influence in Kansas.

The eastern third of Kansas was a mirror of Missouri—richly fertile land watered by a network of rivers and streams, and heavily wooded along the Missouri and Kaw rivers. There were abundant coal deposits, fuel for the iron horse and the railroads that were already coming onto the scene. Missouri farmers who owned slaves had long viewed the area as a logical area for expansion of their interests, but now Northern abolitionists were bankrolling settlers who they hoped would vote Kansas into the Union as a free-soil state. If that happened, some of Missouri’s leaders argued, their state would be three-quarters encircled by zealous enemies determined to destroy the lifeblood of Missouri’s economy and culture: slavery.

Many in the North, especially in New England, did their best to make the fears of Missouri take tangible shape. The poet John Greenleaf Whittier called for pioneers to make Kansas “the homestead of the free.” Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin appeared in 1852, even as Jo Shelby was embarking on his business in Waverly, and raised such a storm of moral outrage that Abraham Lincoln would later jest that its author was responsible for the Civil War. Stowe’s brother, the Congregationalist minister Henry Ward Beecher, worked with the New England Emigrant Aid Company in Boston to sponsor settlers willing to fight for Kansas as a free-soil state. Beecher was an advocate of muscular Christianity at its most militant, eager to support such requests as this from a typical new Kansan: “Cannot your secret society send us 200 Sharps rifles as a loan,” as well as “a couple of field-pieces? If they will do that, I think they will be well used.”

Such weapons shipments were confiscated8 if discovered by authorities, especially those found along the long Missouri River passage from St. Louis to Westport (today part of Kansas City, Missouri). Many were hidden in boxes labeled “Bibles,” leading to the boast that the west was being won, and slavery challenged, with “Beecher bibles.”

The steamboats bearing some of these hidden guns, and the slavery-hating settlers who came with them, passed within hailing distance of Jo Shelby’s office window and his factory floor. They seldom stopped at the Waverly dock, as it was only a few hours farther to their final destination at Westport, and the captains knew they would be greeted less than warmly. But one morning in late May 1855, a young couple disembarked hurriedly from a steamboat; the man carried the body of their four-year-old son, who had died of cholera. Their names were Jason and Ellen Brown, they said. They were on their way to join Jason’s brothers near Lawrence, Kansas, about forty miles west of Kansas City; Lawrence was one of the new free-state towns that had already become famous as an abolitionist stronghold. Their request to bury the dead child in the Waverly cemetery was granted, and the couple continued on their way to Kansas on foot—the steamboat captain, fearful of an outbreak of cholera because of the child, had left without them.

Several months later, in early October,9 a tall, strongly built man in his fifties rode into Waverly from the east, leading a heavily loaded wagon driven by two other men. His name was John Brown, and he had come to exhume his grandson’s body rather than leave it buried in the tainted soil of a slave state. He did not want to tarry, eager as he was to move on to his final destination of Lawrence. Brown brusquely turned aside questions about where he and the other men were from and what they intended to do in Kansas. He bristled when a rough-looking Waverly man persisted in nosing around the tightly covered wagon; perhaps the local suspected that the wagon was loaded with ammunition, rifles, revolvers, and heavy cutlasses, as indeed it was. The roughneck threatened Brown, saying that he should forget about Kansas: “You won’t live to get there.” Eyes blazing with righteous anger, John Brown glowered at the Waverly man. That might be so, he said. Everybody had to die at some time. But he warned, “We are prepared not to die alone.”

Other fierce and powerful old men in Missouri, as prone to violence as John Brown, were roused to fury by the abolitionists’ promise to vote Kansas into the Union as a free-soil state. They formed a quasi-military organization called the Blue Lodge, modeled after the Masons, with similar oaths of allegiance to secrecy and complicated hierarchies. Two Blue Lodge leaders who strongly influenced Shelby, and who flattered him by lavishing attention upon him, were Claiborne Jackson and David Atchison. Each was formidable in his own way, despite aspects of their characters that bordered on the comic.

Jackson was born in Kentucky in 180610 and grew up in Missouri. He served in the state legislature for twelve years, earning power as well as enemies who charged that he was secretly a Jew and that he lusted in an unseemly way after women—he was said to have married in succession two short-lived daughters of a wealthy couple, a doctor and his wife. When he returned to marry the third daughter, her father consented once again but muttered, “I reckon you’ll be back next for the old woman.” The rumors may have been meant to disparage Jackson’s impressive mind and political acumen: He was a classical scholar versed in Latin, Greek, and Hebrew who would become governor of Missouri in 1861 and a leading figure in the state’s attempts to secede from the Union.

David Atchison, once a U.S. senator, was born a year after Jackson in a section of Lexington, Kentucky, called “Frogtown.” He moved to western Missouri as a young man and thrived as a politician. He was enormous—“a florid, sociable man-mountain, fond of horses, hunting, fishing, and liquor,” in the words of historian Jay Monaghan—and sufficiently shrewd as a politician to win his U.S. Senate seat at the age of thirty-six. He had made one huge political miscalculation, however: It was Atchison who urged Senator Stephen Douglas to expedite the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, including the provision for local determination that now threatened western Missouri’s way of life, which had slavery at its core. The once-moderate Atchison had since become a notorious fire-eater, urging pro-slavery forces to settle in Kansas and “kill every God-damned abolitionist” who crossed them.

Shelby became involved with the Blue Lodge from around the time of the first key vote on Kansas statehood, on March 30, 1855, in Lawrence. He raised a group of about fifty men and joined several hundred others under Claiborne Jackson to camp outside of town the day before the election. Thus far the Missourians seemed to be little more than rambunctious participants in a shivaree—that time-honored frontier tradition of rough hazing. They were “in a boisterous holiday mood,” Shelby’s biographer Daniel O’Flaherty writes, with “their horses, their flags, their tents, their fiddles, their whiskey jugs, and their bowie knives sticking out of their boot tops into their jeans.”

The evening before the Lawrence vote, an election judge accompanied by a local resident named Sam Wood rode out to inform Shelby and the other men of the rules governing the election. The judge was alarmed by one tough’s boast that he planned to vote half a dozen times—the most he could do without reloading his revolver—and then once again with his knife. Wood laughed off the threat. Shelby, charmed with Wood’s courage, warned off the loudmouth and accepted Wood’s invitation to dinner in Lawrence. The two men argued cordially into the evening about politics; it was the beginning of a friendship that would survive the Civil War. Wood was grateful for Shelby’s intercession and admired his sense of honor for promising that he had no intention of voting himself if he had to swear that he was a Kansas resident, because his home was eighty miles east, in Missouri.

Shelby was not always so polite.11 According to the editor of the Lawrence Tribune some years later, he took offense at the sight of an abolitionist named Cyrus Bond, who was “assaulted” by a mob of Blue Lodgers, “shot at and driven over the river bank, making a jump of about thirty feet almost perpendicular. It was said that Shelby fired the shots at Bond, but this we do not know, though we saw the shots fired and saw Bond, a very fat man, running like a quarter horse and wheezing like an old locomotive.”

Shelby’s neighbors in Waverly and the region12 approved of his cross-border excursions and raids during the next several years. He was praised by The American Citizen, a newspaper in nearby Lexington, for “the courage, coolness and dignity of his deportment under the trying circumstances in which we were all placed, and for his kind, careful and impartial conduct and esteem.” He was also given “a fine Sharp’s rifle” and lauded for his work in establishing permanent settlements in Kansas. The Citizen spread Shelby’s fame and, incidentally, made him a target for irate Kansas Jayhawkers.

On a cold, clear morning a week before Christmas, 1855, Shelby woke to learn the cost of his celebrity. His new sawmill in Dover, just a few miles to the west, had gone up in flames the previous night. The building was uninsured; the loss came to $9,000, or about $200,000 in today’s money. Arson was the cause, and there was little doubt as to who was responsible. Shelby vowed revenge on the Jayhawkers. His stepbrother’s reaction was entirely different. Howard Gratz had objected to Shelby’s involvement with the Blue Lodge from the start. In a portent of what would become one of the recurrent tragic themes of the Civil War—brother against brother—he packed up and returned to Kentucky to become editor of The Kentucky Gazette and an opponent of the expansion of slavery westward.

Howard Gratz had always been the manager of the brothers’ complicated business affairs, relying on the personable and gregarious Shelby to be the company’s public face. When he left, the unwelcome burden of rescuing the firm from the disaster precipitated by the fire took most of Shelby’s time. This is likely the reason that Shelby was not present at one of the critical events of the border war the following spring. On May 21, 1856, Lawrence was sacked for the first time, after repeated threats by David Atchison. The “general” appears to have been in his cups, at least according to the Boston Evening Telegraph, admittedly not a neutral observer; Atchison, the newspaper claimed, was known in Missouri as “Staggering Davy.” Exhorting his men to action before they entered the town, he called himself “a Kick-apoo Ranger, by God!” who was carrying the banner of “Southern rights.” “If one man or woman dare stand before you, blow them to hell with a chunk of cold lead!”

Though the population was terrorized and property damage was extensive, no lives were lost, and Atchison’s no doubt exaggerated buffoonery gave the affair a comic turn. He personally aimed a cannon at the town’s grand three-story hotel and missed it completely, from a distance of only a few yards. The ball sailed over the building and thumped harmlessly amid a group of women who had sought safety on a hill behind the hotel.

A tragic consequence of this farcical affair13 followed just two days later, on May 23, 1856, near the hamlet of Osawatomie, Kansas. Late that night, John Brown and four of his sons called five men out of their cabins and shot and hacked them to death with cutlasses—perhaps the same weapons that had been packed in Brown’s wagon as he passed through Waverly the year before. Three of the dead were a farmer and his two teenage sons by the name of Doyle. Shelby had by this time developed an uncanny knack for appraising the character and abilities of both his allies and his enemies. He knew all of Brown’s victims, he said later, and the Doyles were innocent victims of an outrage. But as for the other two—one was a famously abusive pro-slavery legislator, and the other was notorious for terrorizing free-state farmers—he said coldly that they “got only what they deserved.”

John Brown’s failed raid at Harpers Ferry and his execution followed three years after these murders, turning him into a legend. In a poem called “Brown of Ossawatomie” [sic] John Greenleaf Whittier linked the two events, praising Brown as a martyr seeking a noble goal but decrying his means:


Perish with him the folly that seeks through evil good!
Long live the generous purpose unstained with human blood!
Not the raid of midnight terror, but the thought which underlies;
Not the borderer’s pride of daring, but the Christian’s sacrifice.



The unrest would continue for another two years14 after Osawatomie, but federal authorities gradually gained control, and Kansas entered the Union as a free state in 1861. The famous border wars were, in reality, a series of intimidating raids, counterraids, and saberrattling skirmishes. There was more to them than just sound and fury, as some in the South have argued. But the notion of “war,” the labels “bleeding Kansas” and “bloody Kansas,” and the designation of the Blue Lodge raiders as “border ruffians” were largely rhetorical constructs of the Northern press—a masterful effort to shape opinion by Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune and the eloquent architects of American culture in New England, including Whittier, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Henry David Thoreau. In three years there were never more than a few thousand men involved, on both sides of the border, and somewhere between sixty and two hundred of them died. The border wars were hardly trivial, but their greater significance lay in setting the tone and mood for what was yet to come.

For Jo Shelby, the border wars’ main consequence was the demonstration of his own vulnerability, as a man of property, to the sweeping passions of the time. That, and the revelation that he had a gift for inspiring men to follow him and for devising hit-and-run tactics particularly appropriate for men who had grown up on horseback.

By the summer of 1858, the situation seemed calm enough for Shelby to give up his envied status as a bachelor. After years of squiring beautiful belles from area plantations, he chose as his bride the girl next door—the petite and lively daughter of his distant cousin William Shelby, who had recently moved his family into town. Betty Shelby, barely five feet tall and just turned seventeen, was a popular girl ten years younger than Jo. Their wedding on July 22, 1858, concluded with a stately promenade from the lawn of William Shelby’s home on the bank of the Missouri River to Jo Shelby’s waiting steamboat, the A. B. Chambers. A contemporary account describes “the path leading to the river” as “carpeted in red velvet. At the bend of the river a brilliantly lighted boat awaited the arrival of the wedding party and close friends,” all of whom would join the bride and groom “for an excursion to St. Louis.” Biographer Daniel O’Flaherty gracefully imagines the moment of departure, “in the cool of the evening, with lights ablaze in the salon, music floating out over the river to serenade the sleepy birds in the cottonwoods on the bank, and the laughter of the young people gayer than any music.”

Among the wedding guests was Shelby’s young friend and admirer John Newman Edwards, the reporter and editor of the local Weekly Missouri Expositor, published in nearby Lexington. Born in Virginia in 1838, Edwards had an ancestor who sounds like a soul mate of Shelby’s boisterous great-grandfather, old Evan Shelby. Edwards’s forebear was a terror named Colonel Conquest Wyatt, who used his knife at the age of ninety to pin back an assailant’s ear. Edwards himself looked anything but martial. Slightly built, shy and bookish, he had Edgar Allan Poe’s high forehead and languorous eyes—as well as something of Poe’s erratic genius. Growing up poor and friendless, largely self-taught, Edwards was a born writer lusting for an epic subject when he moved to Missouri in 1855.

He found his subject in the holy Southern cause15 of states’ rights, which he defended in the columns of the Expositor. His chosen standard-bearer for that cause would be the handsome young aristocrat Jo Shelby. Edwards’s glowing accounts of Shelby’s adventures in Kansas led to a lasting friendship: “Jo Shelby was wealthy, John Edwards was poor,” as an Edwards admirer later wrote, “but they liked the same things: drinking, fishing, hunting, talking, planning for a time of troubles that lay not far ahead.”

From the day of Shelby’s wedding to their arrival in Mexico City seven years later, Edwards would seldom be far from Shelby’s side. He was to Shelby as James Boswell was to Samuel Johnson, or as Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Dr. Watson would be to Sherlock Holmes—so much a part of him that they seem almost to be one being. When Edwards finally married, years after the war, it would be at Shelby’s house. He addressed Shelby as “My Dear General” in his letters right up to his death.

Edwards wrote an account for the Expositor of the wedding and the party’s subsequent boat trip to St. Louis. Sadly, it vanished in the early days of the Civil War when Kansas raiders threw the files of the Expositor into the Missouri River. But given Edwards’s writerly skills, it must have glittered. Everyone from Shelby’s affluent world of influence and prestige was there, including his parents: Anna Gratz, who had visited the year before in order to meet Betty, had come this time with Benjamin, and both were happy to see their exuberant son finally settling down.

Gratz Brown, Shelby’s stepcousin and boyhood friend, was also on board, as was Frank Blair. Like Shelby, they had enjoyed flourishing careers and growing influence, yet on trajectories that carried them far from his own path. Brown was in his sixth and final year as a member of the Missouri House of Representatives. He walked with a pronounced limp, the result of a duel he had fought in 1856 over his antislavery pronouncements and his role as a leader in Missouri’s Free-Soil movement.

Frank Blair had also gone into politics, as an ally and supporter of Gratz Brown. After serving in the Mexican War in 1846, he won influence in St. Louis through his support of its large German immigrant population; the eager democrats who had fled Germany during the revolutionary turmoil of 1848 shared Blair’s strong opposition to slavery. Elected with strong immigrant support to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1852, Blair had recently been won over to the new Republican Party. He would lose his seat in 1858 but get it back in 1860, as a Republican supporter of Abraham Lincoln, and go on to a wartime career marked by extraordinary success as well as controversy.

Also present were the very men most responsible for Shelby’s recent involvement with the Blue Lodge raids into Kansas: the blustery and bibulous David Atchison and the scholarly, much-married Claiborne Jackson. A great part of the energies of Frank Blair and Gratz Brown in recent months had been directed specifically against Atchison and Jackson’s interference in Kansas—a “secessionist cabal,” they called it—so it has to be assumed that the celebratory atmosphere on board Shelby’s boat as it wound its way to St. Louis was strained. These were, after all, violent men with very short fuses.

But they were also fellow Southerners—more to the point, Missourians—and they were gentlemen, taking part in one of the glorious rituals of the Old South. Suppose for a moment that the ghost of the romantic and melancholy John Edwards has returned to finish his lost account of the wedding trip, with the advantage of postwar hindsight.

Picture us, Edwards might say, debating our fevered causes like men who still wished we could be friends, sipping fine bourbon and smoking Havana cigars while our gorgeous, gaily lighted steamboat glides along the majestic Missouri River on a soft midsummer evening. Would that this magical night last forever.
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