










over the Santa Fe Trail into the newly created territory of 
New Mexico. 

The move to New Mexico proved to be a successful one. 
Observing the opportunities for an attorney who was fluent 
in Spanish, the language of all legal business transacted in 
New Mexico, Elkins learned to read and write the language 
and gained admission to the New Mexico bar. 

Forming a law partnership with a former college class-
mate, Thomas B. Catron, Elkins quickly became an expert 
on cases involving disputed land titles, most of which were 
written in Spanish and involved absentee owners who lived 
in Spain or Mexico, or who had died and failed to leave a 
will. The confusion surrounding the ownership of large tracts 
of land presented lucrative opportunities to attorneys who 
understood both Mexican and American law. With this knowl-
edge, Elkins began to amass his fortune. 

In one notable case, Elkins defended a land owner who 
had purchased huge tracts of disputed New Mexico territory, 
then arranged the sale of some of this property. Elkins' fee 
for the defense and sale of the disputed land was $1,400,000. 
The sum was an astonishing one in its day and Elkins later 
referred to it as some of the easiest money he ever earned. 

The desire to make money easily and quickly was a trait 
that Elkins and Cole Younger shared. While Elkins worked 
within the limits of the law, Younger broke the law with aban-
don. Joining in the infamous raid on Lawrence, Kansas, in 
August of 1863, Cole and the other members of Quantrill's 
raiders murdered an estimated 150 people and looted the town, 
stealing liquor, cash and jewelry. Undoubtedly, this was some 
of the easiest money Younger ever made. 

The massacre at Lawrence, Kansas, however lucrative it 
may have been, was the beginning of the end of Quantrill's 
army. The savagery of the raid was reported in newspapers 
across the country, and Quantrill was vilified in the press as a 
fiend and a butcher. 

Though the band was eventually forced to disperse, a 
few men who had ridden together under Quantrill's leader-
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ship continued their exploits in smaller groups. A young boy 
who had just turned sixteen joined Quantrill's band shortly 
after the murders at Lawrence, Kansas. His name was Jesse 
Woodson James. With Cole and Jim Younger, Jesse and his 
brother, Frank, formed one of the most notorious outlaw gangs 
in the history of the American West. 

While Cole Younger joined his fate with that of the James 
brothers, Stephen Elkins married the daughter of U.S. Sena-
tor Henry Gassaway Davis of West Virginia and moved to 
Randolph County, West Virginia, in 1878. There he became 
vice-president of the West Virginia Central and Pittsburgh 
Railroad, and president of the Davis Coal and Coke Com-
pany. Continuing in the accumulation of wealth he had 
begun in New Mexico, Elkins' fortune increased as a result 
of his involvement in West Virginia's timber and mining 
industries. 

A staunch Republican, Elkins became active in politics, 
and in 1884 was elected as executive chairman of the Na-
tional Republican Committee. While serving on that com-
mittee, he became acquainted with President Benjamin 
Harrison, who appointed him as Secretary of War in 1891. 
Following in his father-in-law's footsteps, Elkins was elected 
as one of West Virginia's U.S. Senators in 1895. 

While Elkins' wealth and political successes continued, 
Cole Younger's fortunes took a different tum. Skillful horse-
men and gunslingers, Frank and Jesse James and Jim and 
Cole Younger were fearless, relentless robbers who also 
showed a certain amount of creativity in their chosen work. 
They committed the nation's first train robbery at Gad's Hill, 
Missouri, in the early 1870s, ushering in a phase in the West 
when train robberies became commonplace. 

After breaking ground in the business of robbing trains, 
the James-Younger gang is estimated to have accomplished 
at least six more train robberies, three or four stagecoach hold-
ups and a dozen or so bank robberies. The gang's total profit 
for nearly fifteen years of thievery is a subject of debate, with 
some estimates as high as $500,000. 

Though it provided the James-Younger gang with what 
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were almost certainly handsome wages, making a satisfac-
tory living from robbery was dangerous work. Eventually, 
the decision against a socially acceptable means of acquiring 
wealth exacted a high price from Cole Younger. The day of 
reckoning was September 7, 1876, and the place was 
Northfield, Minnesota. 

The First National Bank of Northfield was Younger's last 
robbery and the end of his career as an outlaw. Involved in 
the attempt on the bank at Northfield were the three brothers, 
Jim, Cole and Bob Younger, and Clell Miller, Bill Chadwell, 
Charlie Pitts, and I:rank and Jesse James. 

The robbery was a disaster. When news of the holdup 
spread while it was still in progress, Northfield's citizens 
grabbed their guns and began firing on the outlaws. Clell 
Miller and Bill Chadwell were killed outright by townspeople 
shooting from their shops near the bank. Frank James was 
shot and wounded, as were both Jim and Cole Younger. Cole 
was hit by half a dozen bullets, while half of Jim's face was 
shot away. Only Jesse James escaped unharmed. 

Eventually captured, Jim, Bob and Cole Younger, together 
with Charlie Pitts, were jailed and tried on four indictments, 
two of which were for murder. With no reasonable defense 
suggesting itself, the Younger brothers faced hanging if found 
guilty of the charges of murder. Searching for a way out of 
their predicament, the brothers were informed of a Minne-
sota law stating that no man charged with murder could be 
hanged if he pleaded guilty. Not surprisingly, they quickly 
entered a guilty plea. For his crimes Cole was sentenced to 
confinement in the Minnesota State Penitentiary at Stillwater 
for the rest of his natural life. 

In 1898, in ill health and having served more than twenty 
years in prison, Cole Younger wrote a letter to his old friend 
and school teacher who was now a U.S. senator. Reminding 
Elkins of that Missouri night long ago when he had helped 
secure Elkins' release from Quantrill's renegades, the outlaw 
asked for the senator's help in gaining an early release from 
prison. Three years later Younger was granted a "conditional 
pardon," and released from jail due in large part to the efforts 
of Stephen Elkins, then one of the richest and most influen-
tial men in the country. 

Upon Younger's release from the penitentiary, Elkins is 
said to have given the aging outlaw $1500 with which to be-
gin a new life. To express his gratitude in person, Younger 
visited Elkins in Washington, D.C. and is reputed to have 
received an invitation and traveling money for a two-week 
stay at Elkins 's West Virginia estate. 

Seeking a means of making an honest living after his 
release from prison, Younger worked at a variety of jobs. In 
poor health, he was employed briefly selling grave stones, 
then teamed up with Frank James, who was also in ill health, 
in a traveling Wild West show. Toward the end of his life, 
Cole Younger became famous for his lecture tours. A power-
ful speaker, he admitted the mistakes of his past and exhorted 
his audience to resist the temptations crime might offer. 

As for Stephen B. Elkins, he lived and died wealthy and 
powerful. At his funeral, a large crowd of family, friends and 
business associates gathered, but one man is said to have stood 
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out among the rest. A large man with a dignified bearing, he 
was richly dressed, but in a style unusual in West Virginia. 
The impressive stranger was none other than Cole Younger. 

Outliving Elkins by five years, Younger was the last sur-
viving member of the James-Younger gang. He suffered for 
years from illnesses caused by the bullets remaining in his 
body, and died at the age of seventy-two, at the home of his 
niece, on February 21, 1916. 

The original letter Cole Younger wrote to Stephen Elkins 
from the Stillwater Penitentiary survives to this day in the 
personal papers of Stephen B. Elkins. In addition to photo-
graphs, speeches, newspaper clippings and scrapbooks, the 
Elkins Papers contain correspondence with such other no-
table figures as Andrew Carnegie, James A. Garfield, and 
Ulysses S. Grant, all of which is available to researchers at 
the West Virginia and Regional History Collection. 
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