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The American Civil War produced a society a wash in the most lethal small arms of the age and 

with millions of men trained to kill. Federal veteran John McElroy would write that it also became a means 
for growing gangs of southern bandits from the “seeds” of legendary outlaws of the South such as the 
Murrell gang. Consequently, personal violence continued for many years extending to vendettas and 
robberies. The most famous of these events became legends of the Old West that gave notoriety to such 
men as William “Wild Bill” Hickock, Jesse James and William “Billy the Kid” Bonney. As with so much else 
that has been regarded as only western occurrences, this phenomenon also occurred in the eastern 
states as well, but the violence became especially common in areas that had known Civil War partisan 
activities such as in Tennessee.i Joe Ritchey of Hamilton County became Tennessee’s most notable post 
war product of the violence that ended only gradually and years after the Appomattox surrender. His 
legendary exploits faded from public memory with accounts of his life preserved only in old newspapers 
and some oral traditions. Biographers of the many western gunman of his time missed the story of this 
easterner in their popular novels that famously passed off fiction as fact. 

 James Eblen Tallant (born September 9, 1860) did remember tales of Ritchey and preserved 
them on paper in 1932. He related that when the war began in 1860-1861, Joe Ritchey’s father left his 
wife and his only child, eleven year old Joe Ritchey before disappearing. The senior Ritchey either 
abandoned his family, died in the war, or became a victim of a Confederate home guard. Captain Snow 
and his Hamilton County guerillas paid a visit to the Ritchey “hut,” within sight of the Snow’s Snow Hill 
plantation, with the intention of robbing even a family that desperately poor. In the melee that followed, 
the fourteen year old Joe took two guns from his attic. He shot a robber through a knot hole before 
blasting his way through the line of men and into the woods. Snow received a wound from the boy that 
resulted in the captain’s death a few years later. Two other men and Ritchey’s mother also died in the 
fight. The guerillas burned the home. The teenage Joe subsequently lived in the woods on whatever he 
could find and with the help of pro Union families. He survived to grow into a gunman who hunted down 
and reportedly eventually killed seventeen of the twenty-six of Snow’s men who had so egregiously 
harmed him. While conducting this vendetta, Ritchey would escape to Georgia to evade Tennessee 
authorities and vice versa. When authorities near his home placed him in the local jail in Harrison, 
Tennessee, he escaped and swam a raging swollen river while his guards had been diverted by helping 
their neighbors threatened by the flood. Tallant claimed that the young vigilante’s rampage ended when 
three law enforcement officers in Georgia shot him from a horse. The next day they found him three miles 
away, with a broken leg and having bled to death almost within the site of a house of a friend he tried to 
reach.ii 
       That notorious men like Joe Ritchey, Jesse James, and William Bonney escaped prosecution for so 
long came from a lack of law enforcement that extended beyond state or even county lines. Until the rise 
in responsibilities by the Treasury Department in the early Twentieth Century only one significant 
government investigative agency existed in the United States and it lacked any authority or interest in 
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pursuing thieves or killers. It did, for reasons having little to do with any crime, however, uncover the facts 
behind the life of Joe Ritchey and tens of thousands of other people who led colorful lives beyond 
anything recorded in public records. 
       The War Department and, after 1889, the Pension Bureau carried out the pension laws passed by 
Congress for the benefit of veterans and their dependents so generous that just in 1902 thirty per cent of 
money spent by the federal government went to paying pensions and distributing pensions to almost one 
million persons. Overall the United States government received more than three million claims filed for the 
service of some 4.1 million soldiers and sailors who served in the Union army and navy during the Civil 
War. Democrats representing constituencies that paid the taxes that went towards the pensions but who 
served in the Confederate forces, and therefore failed to qualify for these pensions, and other critics of 
the system contended that the benefits too often served as political patronage to the powerful veterans 
organization the Grand Army of the Republic and based upon fraudulent claims of service. Investigators 
found that through the well organized efforts of private pension attorneys, as many as forty per cent of the 
applications proved fraudulent.iii 
       The Pension Bureau conducted extensive investigations of questionable claims in order to pay out 
only legally justified benefits. Investigator William H. Stovall, for example, rode through the most rural 
areas of the Ozarks in a wagon with a one armed Civil War veteran and sword swallower for a guide to 
make inquiries. He wrote that the bureau quickly became the United States government to most 
Americans as the agency closest to them. The work of such men documented lives that at least matched 
the most incredulous tales of the Old West while unintentionally finding untold numbers of missing 
persons. The investigators resolved more “cold cases” than any government body to date.iv This agency 
interviewed hundreds of witnesses over whether a man called Daniel Benton by some and “Crazy Jack” 
by others could have been        amnesia victim William Newby, a soldier presumed killed twenty-nine 
years earlier.v In a nationally celebrated case, a Frederick Guscetti who already drew a pension for his 
own service also filed simultaneous false claims as Jacques Roellier and as the father of the same 
“deceased” soldier while a woman filed a claim for a pension as Roellier’s widow. The fraud became 
known only by the coincidence of two of the honest private pension attorneys comparing notes. (Although 
a deserter, the real Roellier received a pension under the false name that he had used to reenlist.)vi The 
investigation of the Nalley brothers of Pickens County, Georgia, committing a revenge killing on members 
of a Confederate home guard company after the war had echoes of the Ritchey case. The brothers had to 
explain why they fled and changed their names after the war.vii In an especially broad investigation, the 
Pension Office exposed a national scam to swindle former slaves into hiring attorneys to claim pensions 
for slaves, benefits Congress never authorized.viii 
       The Pension Office began examining the life of Joe Ritchey in 1902 when Adeline Ritchey of 
Harrison, Hamilton County, Tennessee, applied for a widow’s pension based upon his service. ix 
Depositions created by the resulting extensive investigation in two states, when combined with census 
reports and other contemporary federal records, tell a very different tale from what the then teenager 
Tallant remembered and relate almost sixty years later. Joseph G. Ritchey, born around 1839, saw the 
coming of the Civil War as a young man rather than as an eleven year old boy. As he had a sister 
Narcissa Jane Ritchey (born South Carolina March 24, 1814) and he gave his place of birth as Hamilton 
County, Tennessee, ca. 1839-1840, he had to have been the last or one of the last children of Mary Ann 
Ritchey (born ca. 1790-1800), shown as a head of household in the 1840 census of Hamilton County.x 
       Joseph G. Ritchey certainly descended from John Ritchie, an Irishman who immigrated to South 
Carolina in 1772. Although John and his relations would take the Patriot cause, for which he would much 
later draw a pension as a soldier of the American Revolution, his immediate neighbors on Raeburn Creek 
in what became Laurens District included some of the strongest supporters of the king’s cause. Joseph 
G. Ritchey, likely named for an uncle Joseph Graves, could well have appreciated the dangers of living in 
such a dangerously divided community in time of civil war.xi Several John Ritchey’s descendents, likely 
from Abbeville or Pendleton Districts, South Carolina, settled in Marion County, near Hamilton County, 
Tennessee, by 1830. Ten years later, the previously mentioned Mary Ann lived near her son (?) Sandford 
(born South Carolina, ca. 1815). He had settled in Hamilton County by 1836. This family, at that time but 
only at that time, lived within sight of Snow Hill, the mansion of William Snow.xii 
       Mary Ann, with Joe and some of her children, soon after 1840, moved nearby to the area of Walker 
County, Georgia that became Catoosa County in 1853, and where census takers would miss them and 
their neighbors in 1850 and 1870. They belonged to the poor to middle class farmers with few if any 
slaves who lived as “clay eaters” and “crackers” in the cane bottoms of upcountry South Carolina or 



“hillbillies” in the mountains of East Tennessee. They made up the majority of white southerners, of 
soldiers in the Confederate army (voluntarily and involuntarily), and the largest part of the southerners 
who opposed the coming Civil War and would even join the federal military to oppose it. Mary Ann 
Ritchey moved to Newton County, Arkansas, after the war to live with her wealthy son-in-law and 
daughter Isaac and Narcissa Jane Ritchey Cooper. She died there in the 1870s rather than in a guerilla 
attack in Tennessee in 1864.xiii 
       Joe would have a confrontation with Confederate partisan Captain William Snow but by a very 
different set of circumstances. Just before the Civil War, Joseph G. Ritchey eloped with fourteen year old 
Susan Jones, daughter of Tapley Jones, near Ringgold in Catoosa County, Georgia. He then moved back 
to Hamilton County, Tennessee, the beginning of the problems that would earn him his notoriety. The 
couple’s children died either in birth or infancy. Susan left him for Confederate soldier Jim Hollis. Later, on 
May 8, 1862, Ritchey joined--and learned how to kill--in Company D of the Fourth Tennessee Cavalry 
Regiment, United States Army, where he eventually became a lieutenant. His regiment saw some of the 
hardest fighting and riding of the war. At one point, he left a federal hospital as a deserter to return home 
in civilian clothes in a clandestine mission to recruit men for his unit.xiv 
       The surrender of the Confederate armies in the spring of 1865 replaced military violence with civilian 
vigilantism across the South but especially in areas where the local population had been politically divided 
by the war, including in Joe Ritchey’s community. (Tennessee, but especially the eastern mountain 
counties, had the highest percentage of persons who refugee north to escape the war and who enlisted in 
the United States military to fight the Confederacy of any state that seceded.) A Georgia newspaper 
reported the situation at just that moment in East Tennessee: 
 
       Daily accounts from East Tennessee show a perfect reign of terror 
       in that section. Lynch law in its most revolting phases reigns 
       supreme. Lynch law, not excusable as personifying irrepressible 
       outbursts of an indignant community, maddened by outrages which 
       the “strongest arm of the law” fails to redress or avert, but of 
       lawless violence engendered by anarchy and confusion. Proscription 
       of the most intolerant kind is carried with so high a hand, that 
       murderous revenge and barbarous outrages are daily perpetrated 
       with the utmost impunity.xv 
In or just prior to August 1865, Captain Snow and his Confederate guerillas spat on Joseph G. Ritchey at 
his home and burned all of his property. The Union veteran responded with gun fire. He killed Joe 
Pritchett and wounded both Snow and another man.xvi 
       For a man who subsequently committed a string of killings in three states out of vendetta, an 
Appalachian feud, or some form of Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome, Joseph Ritchey appears in the civil 
records of Hamilton County as leading a relatively normal life in the Chattanooga area. Ritchey married 
Adeline Rayl on August 24, 1865. The couple eventually had two sons, Spell Morgan and John C. “Jack” 
Ritchey. Hamilton County’s circuit court only mentions Joseph as the successful plaintiff in an 1866 civil 
suit that netted him all of five cents. No record of the governors of Tennessee issuing a proclamation for 
or even receiving a request for offering a reward for Ritchey’s arrest survives.xvii  
       Modern research of violent histories, as represented from Ritchey, Billy the Kid, and the Hatfield-
McCoy Feud, began as people denied justice and forced to act as vigilantes rather than as the psychotic 
killers portrayed in popular myth and publications.xviii The post war demise of so many notoriously violent 
characters, or at least rumors of their deaths, must have encouraged the stories that Ritchey had 
extracted revenge again and again, for himself and for neighbors in Hamilton County and Catoosa County 
who wanted and needed the emotional satisfaction of believing that retribution had been administered 
upon their former oppressors. They likely felt more than a past need for revenge. As late as September 
1868, the situation in Tennessee Governor W. G. Brownlow proclaimed that: 
 
       There exists in this State lawless bands of desperadoes, who  
       are setting defiance [of] civil laws, and by threats and acts 
       of violence and forcing many of our citizens to leave their 
       houses and in certain localities it is entirely impossible 
       for the civil officials of the State to enforce the laws.xix 



Shortly afterwards, Ritchey did find himself in the jail in Harrison, reasons unknown. Reportedly he tried to 
commit suicide by cutting his throat. Instead, he escaped with the help of a woman and, according to 
Adeline, he set out for Pickens County, Georgia, to find an “old Dr. Shirley.”xx 
       Reports reprinted in contemporary newspapers from across the country detailed that phase of career 
the Joe or “Joel” Ritchey. The regional press in late January 1869 reported his escape from presumably 
the Harrison jail two months earlier but referred to him as a celebrated horse thief rather than as a 
notorious killer. On January 15, he visited the home of George Terry in upper Murray County, Georgia, 
near Chattanooga, and there he traded the mule he rode for a small bay horse before moving south 
towards the town of Jasper in nearby Pickens County. Two men, one of the rightful owner of the mule, 
showed up shortly afterwards and, with Terry, set out after Ritchey. They arrived in Jasper at 11 AM on 
January 17 and enlisted the aid of J. M. McCleaird, the local sheriff. The latter persuaded them to stay 
behind, as Ritchey would recognize them, while he and his citizen deputy Warren Brown approached the 
thief. They found the wanted man in a house, four miles from the town, shaving. The sheriff placed his 
hand on Joe Ritchey’s shoulder and pronounced him as under arrest. The desperado asked to be allowed 
to finish shaving and, when the sheriff agreed, the desperado reached down as if to strop the razor on his 
boot. Instead, he pulled out a gun that he held against the sheriff’s breast and fired. The lawman died 
instantly and when Brown rushed in, Ritchey mortally wounded him with two shots before fleeing in the 
direction of North Carolina on the horse of J. A. Nelson of Murray County, the same steed that the sheriff 
had ridden to the house.

xxiii

xxi The horse thief had now committed a crime serious enough and far enough 
from a community of sympathizers that Rufus Bullock, the Reconstruction governor of Georgia received a 
report of it and offered a award of $1,000 for the capture of Joe “Stillboy” Ritchey.xxii With such a 
substantial reward for his arrest, Ritchey could find himself pursued by private posses of bounty hunters 
like those ran by professional manhunter Walter Webster Findley.  One month later the press 
announced that the wanted man died fighting beside his kinsmen at White Oak Cove near Chattanooga. 
Ritchey reportedly promised the men who followed him that they would fight to the death. He reportedly 
killed two of the attacking posse. The newspapers soon published a retraction in that the desperado had 
escaped again.xxiv 
       Joe Ritchey went West, abandoning his little family. John W. Watkins swore that he left in 1869 or 
1870 because he had reportedly committed several murders including the sheriff and deputy in Pickens 
County. False rumors spread that he had numerous indictments against him, that the governor of Georgia 
had offered $5,000 for his arrest, and that the governor of Tennessee had also offered a reward. 
Conceivably, he may have killed six rather than more than seventeen men credited to him in his whole 
life. He once did send Adeline some money and a photograph; a rumor spread that he came back to find 
Susan his first wife; and Alexander McNabb received a letter from him sent from Denton County, Texas. 
In 1872, a newspaper story appeared that he had been in Red Clay, Georgia, near Chattanooga, 
threatening to kill some six more men.xxv 
       By July 1870, however, Adeline, with her children and younger siblings, had moved in with Joseph B. 
Watkins. Needing support for herself and her two children, she would eventually have sexual relations 
with John W. Watkins, a married man by whom she had three more children. He helped her to raise all of 
her offspring although she gave his daughter and two sons the surname of Ritchey.

xxvii

xxvi Decades and a 
new century later, the Pension Office turned down Adeline’s request for a pension because her marriage 
had been illegal and of provisions in the pension act against persons reportedly of immoral character, 
having had with several men what the law deemed as improper sexual relations. (Ritchey two wives, 
Susan and Adeline, in Tennessee who still lived and he reportedly failed to obtain any formal legal 
divorce from any of the women he married; his rural southern culture had a tradition of a form of common 
law “self divorce” made famous by a political scandal involving Andrew Jackson and his wife Rachel 
Donelson, especially where adultery or spousal abuse had occurred.)  
       Exactly where and why Joe Ritchey went remains a mystery. What survives of the records of 
Tennessee’s Reconstruction era governors of the period exclude any mention of him or his crimes. In 
1874, however, Joseph G. Ritchey lived on Limestone Creek, in Newton County, Arkansas, at least near 
his mother and his sister Narcissa. The desperado had brought with him a woman named Hetty whom he 
introduced as his wife. A year later, while likely using the alias Joe G. Still, he moved on to Texas and 
sent Hetty back to her family. While in this new locale, the horse thief killed a man who stole a horse that 
belonged to an elderly friend named Phillips. After giving himself up to the local authorities, Ritchey 
considered that he might be extradited to Georgia or Tennessee and chose to again escape. He found 
trouble that he failed to explain on the way back to Arkansas. By the spring of 1876, he found himself 



back on Limestone Creek but he left soon after for Missouri and returned, six months later, with a petite 
girl named Lizzie Heaton whom he introduced as his new wife. She soon after left him and married 
another man in Boone County.xxviii 
       While Ritchey again worked on Marion Carleton farm in May 1876, an assassin shot and killed him at 
the spring on Limestone Creek. The investigator from the Pension Office interviewed Carlton and other 
people who had arrived at the scene within a few minutes but he failed to find anyone with information on 
the identity of the assassin. Thomas C. Bethall, as local justice of the peace, claimed that he conducted 
an inquest although any records of it had disappeared by the time of the 1903 investigation. Marion 
Carlton reported that local officials ignored the matter as Ritchey had been an overbearing bully who 
openly bragged about his killings.xxix 
       Contemporary records, memory, and oral history had now come together to meet in the account of 
the demise of Tennessee’s serial killer. V. N. Phillips recorded an oral history of Joe Ritchey’s last days 
that had been handed down from the late Russell Crider. It included admissions that the persons in 
deposed in Arkansas avoided making. Like Billy the Kid, Joe Ritchey boasted of his bloody 
accomplishments to his neighbors. The desperado also threatened them and even pulled a gun on 
Carlton over an unpaid debt. During those years, farm workers black and white often found collecting their 
due more problematic than their work. A man named [Franklin?] Davis interceded in that incident, pointing 
out that Carlton needed to live in order to pay up what he owed. Eventually the people of the community 
collected $100 with which they paid a man named Warren to kill the gunfighter Joseph G. Ritchey.xxx 
       The fate of the desperado had ironies beyond his being a murderer finally felled by a hired assassin. 
James Cooper Wallace, the sixteen year old war orphan of Ritchey’s sister Narcissa, arrived at the body 
of the slain man almost immediately. Wallace would grow up to spend his life as a law man and as one of 
the deputy marshals of the famous Judge Isaac C. Parker of Fort Smith, Arkansas, would ride the Indian 
Territory including as part of the famous Heck Thomas’ posse. Thomas’s band, however, had been 
responsible for killing Wallace’s kinsman, the infamous Bill Doolin.

xxxii

xxxiii

xxxiv

xxxi Marion Carlton, later the Newton 
County sheriff and likely responsible for Ritchey’s death, shaved and prepared for burial the body of the 
deceased gunfighter whose use of a razor had played such a role in his life. Joe Ritchey today lies beside 
his mother in Steele Creek Cemetery where only his wealthy brother-in-law Isaac Cooper and his sister 
Narcissa have marked graves. Most of the people of Newton County had, like Ritchey, been southerners 
who supported the Union and had suffered the same sort of abuse from guerillas as he had. Oral history 
identifies three of the graves in the Steele Creek Cemetery, Union Township, as those of local supporters 
of the Union hanged by Confederates in 1863, men whose fate Ritchey could have appreciated. Such 
people harbored the gunfighter in Tennessee but killed him in Arkansas.  Captain William “Billy” Snow, 
the guerilla leader whose Snow’s Scouts had committed the atrocities on persons and property that had 
started Ritchey on his path of violence had left Hamilton County, Tennessee, immediately after the war 
from fear of retribution from the persons and families he had harmed. He died in Tiptonville, Tennessee, 
allegedly from the wounds given to him by Ritchey in their encounter in 1865, although Snow out lived the 
desperado by a few months and passed away on December 1, 1876. In his will, Snow actually asked his 
heirs to peruse legal action for damage done to his property by the federal government during the war.  
At almost that same time, Tallant, then sixteen years old and in Hamilton County, actually witnessed one 
part of the Joe Ritchey saga that he would relate almost sixty years later. He saw his mother crying on the 
news of Ritchey’s death and repeating over and over again that “Joe Ritchey was a good boy.”  
       The final history of Joe Ritchey resembles that of men like Billy the Kid and Jesse James in almost 
every regard except for lasting notoriety. They all received credit for far more killings than they likely 
achieved and they had romantic motives ascribed to them, respectively that raise questions when 
compared to known facts. Ritchey and Boney also shared that their legends came from real men in 
situations without rule of law that compelled them to kill much as usually occurred in real instances of 
vigilante violence that became legend. That violence begat ever widening anti societal spirals of living 
outside of any restrain with regards to violence, sex, and robbery in an age of expanding injustice that 
extended from the many kinds of atrocities committed during the Civil War, and in the years immediately 
afterwards, to the contemporaneous “era of good stealings” where corporations blatantly robbed the 
public and used privately financed violence to maintain their power and profits. Even in such a world with 
only limited law enforcement capabilities and honest rule of law, the actions of men like Joe Ritchey and 
Billy the Kid had to come to violent ends as they became victims of their self promotion and actions with 
little in the way of options for escape. Their notoriety finally contributed to their deaths so that, in the end, 



the legends survive and grow after the real persons failed to escape from the negative consequences of 
their notoriety. 
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