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ost people think of Jesse
M]ames as an outlaw who
robbed and murdered. And

while that’s certainly an accurate
description, Jesse James was also a
Confederate partisan who became a
folk hero after his death.

Because of the time period he lived
in and his daring exploits, Jesse James
will forever be associated with the
gun-slinging Wild West that’s often
glorified in movies. But in reality,
he was a dangerous criminal whose
life ended abruptly in a small house
while he straightened a picture on the
wall.

The son of a Baptist minister, Jesse
James was born in 1847 in Kearney,
Mo., and grew up on a small farm.
His father died when he was a boy,
and he and his brother, Frank, were
raised by their mother and stepfather.
Although people living in frontier
Missouri at the time were typically
poor, the James family was actually
well off. They even owned a few Afri-
can-American slaves to help with the
work.

As a teen, Jesse fought in the Civil
War with the Confederate guerrillas,
a group of soldiers who staged small
attacks on Union soldiers and sym-
pathizers. Jesse and Frank were infa-
mous for their brutality, murdering
prisoners and anyone who stood in
their way.

After the Civil War, Jesse and Frank
became leaders of a gang that robbed
banks, trains and stagecoaches. Jesse
often targeted men who had sup-
ported the Union during the war,
and his violent political grudges were
supported by some Missourians who
believed he was continuing the Con-
federate cause.

Jesse and his gang were a popular
topic for journalists, and the exag-
gerated stories they sold to Eastern-
ers are probably where his image as
a folk hero originates. Some of these

stories compared him to Robin
Hood, who stole from the rich
and gave to the poor. But the
real Jesse James was a cold-
blooded killer.

In 1866, Jesse robbed his first
bank in Liberty, Mo., in broad
daylight, and in 1873, he began
robbing trains as well. Marriage
and family didn’t change his
behavior either.

Jesse married Zerelda “Zee”
Mimms in 1874 and had a son and
a daughter. The family moved to
St. Joseph, where Jesse changed his
name to Tom Howard. Although Zee
and Frank James’ wife encouraged
the brothers to live a less dangerous
lifestyle, the gang continued their
crimes.

In September 1876, Jesse’s gang
attempted to rob a bank in North-
field, Minn. The bank was targeted
partly because its owners had been
Union officers. The robbery went
sour, however, when the towns-
people unexpectedly returned
fire. During the violence,
most of Jesse’s gang was killed,
injured or captured. Jesse and
Frank managed to escape, riding
hundreds of miles on horseback
into the Dakotas, and later back
to Missouri. supporter of a party or cause
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Menace or Hero?

After reading the text about Jesse James, write an expla-
nation that states whether you think he was a hero, or
a menace to society. Support your thoughts with details
from the text. Discuss your reasoning with the class.

Match the vocabulary word with
the correct definition, then write
a sentence using each word.
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