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The historiographical map of the operations of the Texas Rangers
is covered with accounts that either chronicle dates and events or
narrate the adventures of intrepid Rangers. A dominating theme in
these works has been the image and reality of a Ranger as a citizen
soldier in the nineteenth century, as seen, for example, in the
Ranger and military careers of John S. “Rip” Ford, John C. “Jack”
Hays, and Benjamin “Ben” McCulloch. In order to broaden the
scope of Ranger history, however, historians need to examine more
fully the passage from the life of a Ranger as a citizen soldier to the
operations of a Ranger carrying out investigative and administrative
duties of police work within an organizational structure. This
changing scene from the nineteenth to the twentieth centuries, as
portrayed in the life and times of Texas Ranger Captain William J.
“Bill” McDonald of Company B, is the focus of this book.

The personality and career of “Captain Bill” show the varied
aspects of law enforcement in American culture. In one sense,
McDonald, better than the other Ranger captains of his generation,
embodied the thoughts and actions of the Rangers as citizen sol-
diers, from handling mobs and strikers to being seen as a gun-
wielding, heroic individual who heightened his popular image with
showmanship qualities. In another sense, however, McDonald
became a career-minded peace officer with an Anglo-Saxon cultural
heritage; functioned as the head of a police force who carried out
administrative and investigative duties, from collecting evidence to
writing reports, within an organizational framework; and per-
formed as a policeman with a law and order mentality and an abil-
ity to solve crimes and track criminals. All this took place,
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moreover, in a Texas undergoing economic and political change,
from being crisscrossed by railroad lines to having to deal with the
age-old question of the relation of government to society. The
merging of the belief of the intrepid Ranger with the idea of a con-
stable Ranger in a changing Texas is one of the keys in understand-
ing Ranger history for two hundred years.

Past writings about the life and times of Bill McDonald do not
adequately cover the complexities of his careers inside and outside
law enforcement. McDonald’s official biographer, Albert Bigelow
Paine, in a well-known study played up the actions of McDonald in
Ranger events and played down the role of the Ranger organization
and the other members of Company B. Other writers, such as Mike
Cox, Eugene Cunningham, Wayne Gard, Tyler Mason, Walter
Prescott Webb, and Robert Utley, sketched dates, events, and char-
acter traits and told wild and woolly stories about Captain Bill. To
paraphrase the satire of Finley Peter Dunne about Theodore Roo-
sevelt at the turn of the 1900s, the book about McDonald that
emerged from these works should be entitled: “Alone in Texas.”

Since McDonald left few private papers for posterity, this biog-
raphy reexamines his professional career. The human quest for an
ordered society is age-old. In the United States at the turn of the
twentieth century scores of public and private police officers
patrolled the towns and countryside in their search for those who
broke the law. The balancing of order and disorder, moreover,
became more complicated when an industrialized America through
its mass media created a national audience who entertained them-
selves with tales of Robin Hood bandits and detective heroes in
dime novels, pulp magazines, and silent films. Into this scenario of
real-life adventures and action-oriented stories in the popular cul-
ture about the exploits of outlaws and lawmen rode Bill McDonald.

By the late nineteenth century in America, criminal acts, like
murder and robbery, were carried out in various ways. At times out-
law gangs formed and violence-prone mobs moved about. Secretive
groups even created fear in a community by killing those they dis-
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liked. To combat such conspiracies, vigilantes rode and hanged
those who committed offenses against the social order. Then law
officers had to arrest the members of a lynching party for operating
outside the scope of the law. Equally troublesome for the Rangers
were the feuds between individuals and families. Feudists sought
revenge through violent attacks at a given time and place. Captain
Bill gained a reputation as a peace officer who could stand up to
feudists, lynchers, and mob assassins.

A work of this magnitude is the result of the efforts of many
people. The initial impetus for this book came from the study of the
Texas Rangers, Captain McDonald, and intergovernmental rela-
tions in two seminars conducted by the late Professor Oscar Osburn
Winther at Indiana University at Bloomington. At the same time
encouragement to pursue this topic also came from the late Profes-
sor Chase C. Mooney. The credit for the turning of a seminal idea
into a study of the life and times of a Ranger captain, however, must
go to the late Professor Martin Ridge, who guided a dissertation on
this subject through its various revisions. In addition, my gratitude
must be extended to the late Professor Donald F. Carmony, who, as
second reader, made useful suggestions, and to the other members
of the dissertation committee at Indiana University: late Professors
Maurice G. Baxter and John F. Stoner.

It would be impossible for me to list all the names of individu-
als and organizations that made contributions to the research and
writing of a manuscript carried on for several decades. On my field
trips to Texas, assistance provided by those in charge of county
courthouses, town libraries, the state archives, and the other
research centers, especially the Center for American History at the
University of Texas at Austin, proved to be invaluable. A special
thanks must go to the staff who guided me through the papers of
the Ranger service at the Archives Division of the Texas State
Library: John Anderson, Tony Black, Donaly E. Brice (a topnotch
researcher), and the quiet, smiling woman at the photocopying
machine. In addition, Professors Larry D. Ball, Stephen L. Hardin,
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Ben Procter, Gary L. Roberts, Paul Spellman, and the late Barry
Crouch, and historical consultants and authors, David A. Clary,
David Johnson, Robert Utley, and John P. Wilson, shared their
knowledge with me about western history and, more specifically,
outlaws and lawmen in Texas and the Old West. A personal debt is
also owed to the late Professor Lamar L. Kirven and his wife, Dr.
Jamesanna E. Kirven, whose hospitality on my trips to Austin can
not be repaid; to the members, especially John Boessenecker, Mike
Cox, Robert DeArment, Gary Fitterer, Rick Miller, and Chuck Par-
sons, of the Wild West History Association for their willingness to
share their research and findings; to Darlene Hopkins and Lynne
Weber for their typing expertise; to my daughter, Bonnie Tomp-
kins, for her computer knowledge; and to my parents who, although
their schooling was limited, encouraged and supported my educa-
tional pursuits while they were alive. Yet, after all is said and done,
any errors of fact or faulty interpretation are my own.

Jamestown Community College, New York
Harold J. Weiss, Jr.

“G. T. T.”
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P A R T  O N E

E M E R G E N C E  O F  A  R A N G E R  C A P T A I N

But one thing seems clear to everyone who returns from field work: other people
are other. They do not think the way we do. And if we want to understand their
way of thinking, we should set out with the idea of capturing otherness.

—Robert Darnton, The Great Cat Massacre and Other Episodes in
French Cultural History.

In this role, “Captain Bill” . . . mixed the gun-toting image of a frontier law-
man with the savvy of a modern police investigator. 

—Harold J. Weiss, Jr., “Organized Constabularies: The Texas
Rangers and the Early State Police Movement in the American

Southwest.”

More than any other captain, he was a showman, a colorful character, a self-
promoter who reveled in notoriety.

—Robert Utley, Lone Star Justice: The First Century
of the Texas Rangers.

Ever threatened, often shot, his gray eyes never lost their steadfast courage, and
one by one he “nailed” the “bad men,” discouraged lawlessness, put a stop to
killing and stealing, and generally “cleaned up” until “wild and woolly” Texas
came to be as uninterestingly peaceful as a Connecticut community on Sunday.

—Denver Post, Oct. 10, 1909.
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Chapter 1�

BILL MCDONALD, THE HISTORICAL
RECORD, AND THE POPULAR MIND

A lone rider, sitting easily in the saddle of his dusty horse, travels across the
plains toward a small, new town with muddy streets and lively saloons. He
wears a tattered, wide-brimmed hat, a loose-hanging vest [with a tin star],
a bandanna around his neck, and one gun rests naturally at his side in a
smooth, well-worn holster. Behind him, the empty plains roll gently until
they end abruptly in the rocks and forests that punctuate the sudden rise of
towering mountain peaks.1

The life and times of Texas Ranger Captain William Jesse “Bill”
McDonald, better known as “Captain Bill,” can be viewed from sev-
eral vantage points: first, the ins and outs of crime and violence in
the trans-Mississippi West in the late 1800s; second, the operations
of the Texas Rangers in theory and practice inside and outside the
Lone Star State; third, the ambiguous nature of McDonald as a law-
man in thought and deed; and fourth, the never-ending folk tales
built around the exploits of the fabled Captain Bill.

One difficulty with the historical literature about the life and
times of Bill McDonald is the reliance by writers on the informa-
tion provided by Albert Bigelow Paine, McDonald’s official biogra-
pher. Although Paine interviewed the Ranger captain, he failed to
search for and use effectively official records. He also erred in not
verifying his data and in downplaying the activities of those who
served under McDonald in Company B. The result was a romantic
story with flowery language that contained factual inaccuracies and
misleading statements.



Captain Bill (1852–1918) lived at a time when the United States
was undergoing vast changes during the Gilded Age. The settle-
ment of western lands by people of all creeds and colors led to war-
fare with Indian tribes, brought new states into the union, and made
terms like “cowboy” and “gunfighter” popular expressions. In addi-
tion, agricultural machinery and railroad lines transformed the rural
landscape and allowed for the production and transportation of
crops and cattle to feed a growing population. Equally important,
industrial firms discovered the processes needed to make steel and
refine oil, which helped to create modern urban centers complete
with skyscrapers, cars, telephone lines, and big-city police depart-
ments. The populace also found new ways to enjoy leisure time,
from reading comic strips to enjoying spectator sports to watching
silent films, like the Great Train Robbery. As events would show, such
changes in lifestyles created a more complex network of police
forces to combat a mobile underworld in Texas and the nation.

BADMEN OF THE OLD WEST

Violent criminal acts in the trans-Mississippi West varied in num-
ber and kind in time and space. Many settlers in the western lands,
especially in farming, family-oriented communities, with their
church steeples and bells summoning the faithful, cared more
about building a new life for themselves in a hostile physical envi-
ronment than about robbing or killing their neighbors or the
strangers who happened to pass their way. Peace officers in Texas
and other western areas had to spend much time and effort han-
dling minor criminal offenses: rounding up drunks, stopping fist-
fights, investigating petty thievery, and arresting those charged
with disorderly conduct. These undramatic violations of the rules
of society made some westerners afraid; others, though, still
believed that they lived in law-abiding communities with the bad
element under control. Westerners did try to structure society to
function in an orderly way.

Y O U R S  T O  C O M M A N D
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One historian noted that “frontier violence has infinitely
greater appeal to the reader than frontier calm.”2 In the pecking
order of western crime and violence, the bank-and-train robber and
the gunfighter gained the most notoriety. Many individuals have
seen the actions of Old West bandits and gunmen as something
more than criminal in nature. Such misdeeds were just boyish
pranks; done to defend one’s honor; carried out to attack the
oppressors of the common folk; executed to help foment a revolu-
tion. In western America a violent frontier heritage has meant glo-
rifying the holdups and gun battles of such desperadoes as Sam
Bass, the Texas Robin Hood, and John Wesley Hardin, a feared
gunman in the Lone Star State. Many times lawmen carved an
appropriate epitaph on the tombstones of these shootists: hold an
inquest and bury the body.

Crime and violence in the trans-Mississippi West by the turn of
the twentieth century, in the view of some, was more than dra-
matic—it was pervasive. One expert examined lethal violence in
three counties located in three different areas, Arizona, Colorado,
and Nebraska. In these places, 977 homicides occurred in the four
decades after 1880. Multiple factors, particularly transient males,
alcohol, guns, and ethnic and racial tensions, brought about high
levels of violent actions. Other writers have also tried to make sense
out of the endless number of killings found here and there in the
western lands. One attempt—called the Western Civil War of
Incorporation—tied together the isolated incidents of mayhem into
a grand theory. The move by the monied interests to form a market
economy in the late 1800s was opposed by small farmers, ranchers,
and unionized workers. Both sides used gunmen. Forty-two violent
showdowns took place between the opposing forces in the seventy
years after 1850. From this violent era came the popular images of
the “conservative mythical hero” (like Wyatt Earp) and the “dissi-
dent social bandit” (a la Jesse James).3

In the wake of the desperado, came the western lawman. To
some, the peace officer with a badge and a six-shooter just “mopped
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up the outlaw.”4 In reality, his jurisdiction covered vast stretches of
land, and he was a law officer who handled outbreaks of disorder in
the towns and countryside, arrested those who committed crimes,
and carried out judicial orders. While doing this, his badge of
authority might read marshal or ranger or sheriff or special agent or
another apt designation. As one authority perceptively noted,
“Some modern nations have been police states; all, however, are
policed societies.”5

Old West policing jurisdictions appeared in many forms. Some
of these lawmen and their posses became effective members of gov-
ernmental police agencies, from town constables to county sheriffs
to United States marshals. Others with a bent for corralling bad-
men entered the field of private law enforcers, as, for example, pri-
vate detective agencies, the security forces of the railroads, and
Wells Fargo shotgun riders and special agents. In addition, military
forces, state and federal, assisted civil authorities in preserving law
and order until otherwise instructed. The state police movement in
the early West, whether legendary Texas Rangers or their counter-
parts in Arizona, New Mexico, and elsewhere, played a minor-but-
vital role in this complex machinery of law enforcement. The
spread of western police agencies was a major achievement for a
democratic citizenry.6

TEXAS RANGERS: FORMED AND REFORMED

In the mechanism of western law enforcement the Texas Ranger,
singly or in groups, played a memorable role. Through revolution,
statehood, and the rise of an urban Texas, the operations of the
Rangers can be divided into three different periods: 1823–1874,
1874–1935, and 1935 onward. In the first stage ranging companies
sporadically took the field to fight for family and community against
Indian tribes and Mexican nationals. These citizen-soldier Rangers
were organized in the closing months of 1835 in the midst of the
Texas Revolution and had developed traditions and procedures that

Y O U R S  T O  C O M M A N D
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were well entrenched by the time McDonald became a captain.
Although the word “ranger” was first used by Stephen Austin in his
colony as early as 1823, the expression “Texas Rangers” gained
more credence in informal sayings than formal statutes in the nine-
teenth century. After 1874 the state of Texas established a perma-
nent Ranger organization and authorized the officers and the rank
and file to act as peace officers. Their existence as law officers under
the control of the governor and the adjutant general lasted until the
Great Depression of the 1930s when they were combined with
other crime fighting units and made a part of a Department of Pub-
lic Safety.7

Established in 1874, the mounted Frontier Battalion, in which
Bill McDonald would one day serve, consisted of six companies of
seventy-five men each under the control of the adjutant general and
the governor. Each Ranger officer, an important term in future
legal disputes, had “all the powers of a peace officer” and had the
“duty to execute all criminal process directed to him, and make
arrests under capias [writ] properly issued, of any and all parties
charged with offense against the laws of this State.” Men joining the
Frontier Battalion supplied some of their own equipment, like
horses and an “improved breech-loading cavalry gun” bought from
the state by each Ranger at cost. In turn, the state government fur-
nished some supplies, such as ammunition. Pay for officers and pri-
vates in the various companies ranged from $125 per month for major
to $100 each for captains, $50 for sergeants, and $40 for privates.8

As a Ranger officer (1891–1907), McDonald understood the
law-and-order mandate to patrol the frontier lands and the settled
regions within the borders of Texas. Unlike county sheriffs and
town marshals, the Rangers quelled public disturbances and inves-
tigated those who committed felonies and misdemeanors through-
out the state. On some of McDonald’s stationery the heading read:
“Texas State Rangers.”9

The dividing line between such statewide authority and unde-
sirable interference in local affairs by the Rangers in McDonald’s

{ 7 }

B I L L  M C D O N A L D ,  T H E  H I S T O R I C A L  R E C O R D ,  A N D  T H E  P O P U L A R  M I N D



era was difficult to ascertain. At one point Private Carl T. Ryan
informed Captain Bill from Sanderson in southeastern Texas that
upon the request of the local sheriff he had closed the saloons on
Sunday as the law required. Ryan did not like this job—“some are
kicking and some wants us to close them”—and thought this duty
belonged to local peace officers.10 McDonald responded by telling
Ryan to “let the local authorities attend to such matters, that our
duties were to look after criminals and larger game.”11 In this reac-
tion the adjutant general concurred: “Our force has no business
interfering with anything local,” he noted, “such interference might
cause us considerable annoyance.”12

By McDonald’s day the “mounted constables” of the Frontier
Battalion had the authority, weapons, organizational knowhow, and
charismatic leaders to be effective in the field.13 Walter Prescott
Webb once wrote that a Ranger leader “must have courage equal to
any, judgment better than most, and physical strength to outlast his
men on the longest march or the hardest ride.”14 Yet few captains in
the Ranger service approached this ideal picture, as many officers
sometimes misjudged their adversaries, sometimes faltered in the
face of the enemy, and sometimes pulled back from the violent side
of human nature, even within themselves. More likely, as one histo-
rian noted, a person in charge of a ranging company in the field
“made his own rules based on the immediate situation, educated
guesses, and simple instinct.”15 Some Ranger officers, however, did
have charisma and became famous through self-reliance and per-
sistence in times of crises. By the opening of the twentieth century
Captain McDonald’s fight for law and order resulted in public
acclaim for himself and the Rangers under his command.

From the laws of Texas and court decisions, state and national,
came the authority of the Texas Rangers to make arrests, hold pris-
oners, and use deadly force. As peace officers, the Rangers could
legally arrest Texans with or without warrants, and, equally impor-
tant, could use “all reasonable means” in taking lawbreakers into
custody. Furthermore, peace officers also had the right to commit

Y O U R S  T O  C O M M A N D
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justifiable homicides in preventing a series of crimes from taking
place on Texas soil: arson, burglary, castration, disfiguring, maim-
ing, murder, rape, robbery, or theft at night. In addition, in Texas
and other states in the 1900s, judges forged a new doctrine of self-
defense. They “changed the English common-law tradition, which
required one to retreat before defending oneself, to the American
legal doctrine of self-defense, by which one could stand one’s
ground and fight. Thus, Texans and their police forces in McDon-
ald’s day had ample legal authority to use violent means.”16

By the late 1800s another controversial part of the operations of
the Frontier Battalion was its use of weapons in chasing outlaws and
controlling feudists and mobs. Through experimentation with var-
ious small arms the Rangers found the guns that fitted their needs.
Of the different types of Colt six-shooters, they preferred the “ver-
sion known as the Classic Peacemaker in .45 caliber with a seven-
and-a-half-inch barrel.”17 In addition, although some members of
the Frontier Battalion used the Sharps long gun, Rangers ultimately
switched to the popular 1873 Winchester rifle that used .44 caliber
ammunition. McDonald himself carried a Colt revolver, a Win-
chester rifle, and a shotgun for crowd control. The heavily armed
peace officers of Texas had sufficient firepower to carry out a run-
ning fight with outlaws.18

Yet the Texas Rangers were not exceptional shootists in Old
West gunfighting lore. Only one Ranger of note—Captain John R.
Hughes—appeared in the list of the premier gunmen of that vio-
lence-prone era.19 At the other end of the spectrum stood Captain
Samuel A. McMurry. He had the embarrassment to report to his
superiors that his holstered pistol went off and the bullet struck him
in the leg. The Ranger officer thought that someone must have hit
the hammer while a crowd of people gathered around him.20

The individuality of a Texas Ranger can not be separated from
the organization within which he operates. In the command struc-
ture, orders and the power to carry them out flowed downward:
from the governor’s office to the adjutant general and his staff,
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including the battalion quartermaster, to the field captains and
those in charge of subcompanies located here and there. At the top
of this pyramid stood the governor who had the final word in exe-
cuting the laws of the state. Captain Bill served as a company com-
mander in four different gubernatorial administrations. No
governor since the early days of statehood approached the status of
James S. Hogg in Texan politics. Hogg, capable and heavy-set,
served as governor for two terms in the early 1890s. He was fol-
lowed in the governor’s mansion by three state leaders known for
conservatism: Charles A. Culberson (1895–1899), Joseph D. Sayers
(1899–1903), and Samuel W. T. Lanham (1903–1907).21

At the apex of the pyramid structure the adjutant general’s office
kept track of budgetary expenses, investigations of criminal cases,
and the movement of the Rangers throughout the state. In two
decades of service McDonald and the rank and file of Company B
served under four adjutant generals: Woodford H. Mabry
(1891–1898), Alfred P. Wozencraft (1898–1899), Thomas Scurry
(1899–1903), and John A. Hulen (1903–1907). During his captaincy
McDonald followed directives from central headquarters and
acknowledged his instructions by ending some of his letters with
the phrase, “Yours to command.”22 Too often Texan writers have
underplayed an important point about captains in the Frontier Bat-
talion: they took orders from their superiors.

Within this organizational structure the individuality of a Texas
Ranger was highly valued. Centralized police work had to be meshed
with the Ranger tradition of duty, initiative, and the ability to outlast
opponents. Therefore, field officers in the Frontier Battalion in their
police operations had much freedom of action within the bounds of
the laws of the state and the traditions of the service. This process
covered the whole scope of Ranger life, from the selection of recruits
to carrying out scouting missions to investigating acts of crime and
violence. McDonald’s recognition of this method of operation came
when he ended a letter to the adjutant general early in his captaincy
with the words, “Write occasionally.”23 Captain Bill knew that a

Y O U R S  T O  C O M M A N D
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loose hierarchical structure, fostering decentralization of authority,
characterized the Ranger organization.

Although the individuality of a Texas Ranger was highly prized
in organizational channels, the conduct of men in charge of sub-
companies sometimes created problems. In one case McDonald’s
sergeant, W. J. L. Sullivan, was in charge of a detachment of
Rangers from two different companies at San Saba. At one point
Sullivan informed Captain John H. Rogers that all orders to the
men at the encampment must be sent through him.24 Captain Bill
disagreed and wrote that Sullivan was becoming too “dictatorial.”25

The Ranger sergeant then apologized to the adjutant general and
Rogers and noted in a more humble letter that he was worried
about his “authority” over his “little sub-company.”26

For companies and subcompanies the collection and use of
information became a powerful tool in their law enforcement oper-
ations. To aid in the capture of desperate characters, the adjutant
general’s office compiled a List of Fugitives from Justice, sometimes
called “Bible Number Two,” from information received from local
sheriffs. In turn, Rangers used this “Black Book” in the pursuit of
lawbreakers. Captain Bill and his fellow Rangers then filed lengthy
reports with their superiors about their daily activities against crime
and disorder.27

PATHWAYS TO UNDERSTANDING: “MCDONALDOLOGY”

Too often the life of Bill McDonald has been seen as an either-or
equation. On the one hand, his admirers have described him as a
hell-bent, two-gun Sir Galahad, whose heroic deeds in eliminating
crime and disorder make him stand as tall as the brave Texans of
revolutionary fame. These hero worshipers have viewed Captain
Bill as an extraordinary manhunter and a hard-nosed detective in
the mold of Sam Spade. On the other hand, McDonald’s detractors
have portrayed him as a pompous peace officer, who accepted ques-
tionable information, precipitated violence, hungered for publicity,
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and related tall tales that cast himself as the central figure in the sto-
ries. One Texan noted that McDonald’s fertile imagination “ran
riot.” “To be accurate,” this person concluded, “the old-timers of
Southwest Texas did not consider Bill McDonald a Ranger Captain
at all.”28 Each of these depictions contains some element of the fact;
neither, however, presents a truthful portrait of McDonald.

Another complicating aspect in the study of the life and times
of Bill McDonald has been the historical view that he was a one-
dimensional man. One historian concluded that the Ranger captain
was “an uncomplicated man, unwilling—or unable—to view life in
complex form. To him no shades of gray existed. People were either
good or evil, right or wrong, scoundrels or honest individuals.”29

Yet McDonald, like his fellow captains, to use an analogy, was both
a hedgehog and a fox. Like the single-mindedness of the hedgehog,
Captain Bill strove to enforce law and order. Like the multifaceted
fox, he used varying techniques of police work, from tracking crim-
inals to collecting evidence, to collar lawbreakers and put them
behind bars. In the chapters to follow McDonald and the men
under his command become many-sided figures.30

One of the first steps in knowing McDonald as a person and as a
Ranger captain is to gain a bird’s-eye view of his thoughts and actions:

1. “Four Great Captains”: Bill McDonald and the other three
members of the “Four Great Captains”—J. A. Brooks, John R.
Hughes, and John H. Rogers—became faithful public servants.
Of the four, McDonald was the flamboyant Ranger and Hughes
was the best gunman. Brooks and Rogers, in the words of the
dean of Ranger historians, were “dependable, intelligent, and
wise in the ways of criminals.”31 As a prominent Christian
Ranger, Rogers even carried his Bible with his guns.

2. Company Commander: At the bottom of the chain of command
in the Frontier Battalion the captains and other officers
shouldered the administrative tasks. Such assignments ranged
from setting up and maintaining company headquarters and
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subcompany stations to hiring and firing personnel, purchas-
ing equipment and supplies within budgetary allocations, and
assigning Rangers to details to scout and investigate crimes.
Once Captain Bill showed his annoyance with the paperwork
involved with such duties. He wrote the battalion quartermas-
ter that when a mistake appeared in a bill submitted to the
Ranger command post, he would “take it as a favor” if the
quartermaster would correct the error rather than sending the
form back to him to be redone.32 McDonald served under sev-
eral quartermasters, including W. H. Owen, G. A. Wheatley,
and, especially, Lamartine P. “Lam” Sieker, who twice served
in this post after 1885.33

3. Motto: “No man in the wrong can stand up against a fellow
that’s in the right and keeps on a-comin’.”34 From this succinct
creed in the psychology of law enforcement, Bill McDonald
can be seen as either a picturesque anachronism or a primitive
prototype of the modern Texas Ranger. To be sure his skill in
subduing a troublemaker—what one writer called his “sudden-
ness”—stood McDonald in good stead against bullies, gunmen,
or a riotous assemblage of persons.35 “If you wilt or falter he will
kill you,” Captain Bill insisted, “but if you go straight at him and
never give him time to get to cover, or to think, he will weaken
ninety-nine times in a hundred.”36 McDonald had courage. But
this exercise of applied psychology against an adversary surely
put too much emphasis on his indomitable will. And Captain Bill
never entertained the notion that he was bulletproof.

4. Peace of the Community: During his years as a law officer, Bill
McDonald was a firm believer in upholding law and order. He
proved to have a remarkable ability to stand up to and face
down a disorderly crowd. Carl T. Ryan, a member of Company
B, once said, “I used to tell him, Cap, you’re going to get all of
us killed, the way you cuss out strikers and mobs.” “ ‘Don’t
worry, Ryan,’ ” he would reply. “ ‘Just remember my motto.’ ”37
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In this peacekeeping role Captain Bill and other Rangers gained
a reputation as gun-wielding riot busters.

5. Feuding Parties: In the search for order those engaged in the
ranging service tried to work with local authorities in handling
bloody feuds before and after the American Civil War. The
members of the Frontier Battalion especially used different
intervention techniques, which ranged from keeping factions
apart, confiscating weapons, and protecting witnesses, to mov-
ing about to try to deter violent showdowns and make feudists
believe they should be someplace else. Sometimes Captain Bill
and other Rangers did quiet things temporarily. Most of the
time, though, they could do little about the root causes—like
family disputes, personal grudges, political and economic
clashes, and mob outbursts—that lay behind the ongoing feuds
scattered around the Texas landscape.

6. Manhunter: Whether on horseback, on foot, in a buckboard, or
on a train, McDonald was relentless in the pursuit of lawbreak-
ers. This dogged pursuit coupled with his knack of disarming
and guarding those taken into custody became the hallmarks of
his operations as a Ranger captain. In doing so, McDonald
attempted to avoid the use of large posses and running gun bat-
tles. Yet he knew enough to call upon the men under his com-
mand for assistance when the odds against the Rangers were too
great.38 McDonald’s courage was usually tempered by a degree
of common sense.

7. Shootist: Bill McDonald was an expert with firearms, but the his-
torical record belies his public image as a deadly gunfighter. He
brought in prisoners alive, rather than dead. His makeup did
not include being trigger-happy. “I never was a killer,” Captain
Bill confided to his official biographer. “Some fellows seem to
want to kill, every chance they get, and in a business like mine
there’s plenty of chances. But I never did want to kill a man, and
I never did it when there was any other way to take care of his
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case.”39 McDonald did participate in a few gunfights, but his
reputation as a gunman rested upon his easily demonstrated
marksmanship, his flair for using his weapons to overawe his
opponents, the publicity given his several violent encounters
with Texan badmen, and the fanciful stories woven around his
exploits for the gullible public.

8. Criminal Investigator: Captain Bill knew that criminal cases could
not be solved without the patient collection and analysis of evi-
dence and the interrogation of those taken into custody. He
talked with people as soon as he arrived at the scene of a crime.
He also searched for evidence when he saw some questions that
needed to be answered and interrogated witnesses and suspects in
an effort to obtain what he required. McDonald even offered
protection to those who gave him information in order to quiet
their fears of reprisals. Yet he perfected the art of the manhunt
more than the techniques of criminal investigation.

9. Detective: In the nineteenth century the practices employed by
detectives gained a foothold in England, France, and the New
World. Before and during McDonald’s captaincy the word
“detective” began to appear in Ranger records.40 The Rangers
viewed detective work in two ways. For one thing, state author-
ities saw detectives as undercover agents who used disguises
and other covert activities to gain access to the criminal under-
world. For another thing, state officials defined the word
“detective” to mean a person skilled in the handling of eviden-
tial facts furnished by witnesses or derived from objects found
at the scene of a crime. Both detection methods would be used
by Captain Bill and the Rangers under his command. Espe-
cially praiseworthy was McDonald’s ability to use physical evi-
dence, like handprints found at the scene of a crime, to help
him solve a mystery.41

Yet there were limitations to McDonald’s investigative
skills, which resulted from his own personality and the culture
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of his times. He had a tendency to accept hearsay evidence, and
his perception of the criminal personality prevented him at
times from carrying out investigations of illegal acts with an
open mind. Moreover, McDonald was not always able to over-
come the racial and cultural prejudice against blacks and His-
panics that permeated societal relations at the turn of the
century. “Captain Bill, it may be remembered,” wrote his offi-
cial biographer, “does not mince his words. A white man who
has committed a crime is, to him, always a ‘scoundrel,’ or worse,
openly. A black offender, to him, is not a negro, or a colored
man, but a ‘nigger,’ usually with pictorial adjectives.”42

Bill McDonald had little time or interest in learning more
about the science of detection. He did not look into or write
about the use of physical measurements for identification
championed by Alphonse Bertillon. Nor did he witness the ini-
tial developments in fingerprinting in Europe and America. By
the end of his life McDonald did own a car, use a typewriter,
send telegrams, and make telephone calls. But other Old West
lawmen, not Captain Bill, were more involved with the newer
aspects of the fact-finding process. McDonald was a first-rate
tracker of fleeing fugitives; but he was not a detective of the
first rank.43

10. Minority Groups: To some historical writers Bill McDonald was a
“committed lawman as well as an arrant racist.”44 Surely he baited
lawbreakers by calling them degrading names. Even more to the
point, McDonald would be called, by modern standards, a bigot
in his beliefs about minority groups. Throughout history racism
has involved notions about superiority and persecution. McDon-
ald did not want to tyrannize minority citizens, but he did want
them to follow orders and obey the law. Ever since childhood in
the Old South, Captain Bill had ambivalent feelings about blacks,
which carried over to his career as a peace officer. On the one
hand, he could castigate black offenders. On the other hand, he
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could protect black prisoners from third-degree beatings and
mob vengeance. To some, McDonald was not a lawman worthy
of emulation. To others, his bigotry was counterbalanced by his
strong belief in law and order and by his lack of a killer instinct.

11. Company B in the Wider World: As a captain of an organized body
of Rangers, McDonald spent much time, as did the prominent
sergeants of Company B, James M. “Grude” Britton, William J.
McCauley, and W. J. L. Sullivan, in working with officials on
the three levels of government. These public servants included
army officers, county sheriffs, district attorneys, federal mar-
shals, judges, mayors, and town police forces. In this complex
network Rangers had to deal with Texas as a separate identity
and as part of the federal system of government. 

Such interactions tested McDonald’s decision-making ability
and resulted in both cooperation and conflict among all parties con-
cerned. Captain Bill, who opposed having his men do “low down
ungentlemanly things,” discharged Rangers for drunkenness,
insubordination, and lack of judgment in the use of firearms.45 With
some new enlistments McDonald once admitted that he could
“boast of having a sober company & one that is not gambling &
drinking all the time.”46 The Ranger captain also agreed with his
superiors that the members of Company B should not cross the Rio
Grande or the boundaries of another state or territory except to
carry out the extradition of fleeing fugitives. Unofficially the rank
and file of the company moved into Oklahoma to pursue outlaws
with or without the assistance of peace officers in that territory and
to take a short cut to Greer County while that place was still part of
Texas. At one point McDonald did acknowledge in a monthly
report that a Ranger detachment chased horse thieves through
Greer County into Oklahoma. But they did not make any arrests
since they crossed the “line” and were “out of the state.”47 In carry-
ing out his duties Captain Bill learned when to come on—and when
to back off.
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CAMPFIRE TALES

For a myth to be popular, it must reflect society. It must illumi-
nate shared beliefs of the common folk. In the late 1800s in Texas
the tradition of the fabled Ranger had passed to a new generation:
that of Captain Bill. Seen as Canadian Mounties without uni-
forms, Russian Cossacks on horseback, McDonald and his fellow
Rangers captivated the American public through daring exploits
in song and story.

The uplifting nature of the story of the legendary Ranger in
the late nineteenth century results from its simplicity: a white hat
takes on a black hat. In this morality play Bill McDonald played a
key role. His easily remembered macho deeds would be turned
into memorable tales about the law enforcement operations of the
Texas Rangers.

In the Ranger Valhalla McDonald holds an honored place.
Some authors see him as a super peace-officer Ranger. “Perhaps the
best known Ranger of all,” one person concluded, “was Captain Bill
McDonald. The mention of his name, as one writer stated it, ‘made
the pulses of good Texans beat quicker and the feet of outlaws move
faster.’ ”48 Other chroniclers stress that McDonald carried out his
duties wherever needed: “Is it a riot in a lumber camp?—McDon-
ald and his men are hurried thence. Is it a chase for horse thieves or
lynchers?—McDonald and his men are on the scene. Is it a patrol
of range fences?—McDonald is in it.”49 One day this omnipresence
got embedded in the Texan psyche.

Possibly the only tale that the public can recall about the Texas
Rangers is the singular action by McDonald, which resulted in the
“one-Ranger-one-riot” story. Years ago Webb aptly summarized it:

He was responsible for the story, now a worn-out chestnut, about
the call for a company of Rangers to quell a mob. When a lone
Ranger got off the train—Bill McDonald, of course—there was
vigorous protest from the citizen committee at his inadequacy to
control the situation. “Well, you ain’t got but one mob, have you?”
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he inquired sweetly. Though there is some basis for the story, there
is no basis for anyone’s ever telling it to a Texas Ranger because
each one has had to laugh at it a thousand times.50

Historical writers have differed about the setting for this partic-
ular anecdote. They usually have applied this yarn to the happen-
ings in either the Reese-Townsend feud at Columbus or a violent
act in a Texan town like Abilene or a prizefight in Dallas.51 The only
extant historical source for these accounts is the information that
McDonald gave to his official biographer.

Most suited to the purpose of the “one-Ranger-one-riot” story
would be Paine’s statement about McDonald, mobs, strikers, and
prizefights. Paine wrote:

At other points McDonald or his Rangers quieted the strikers and
prevented trouble of various kinds. Usually Captain Bill went
alone. It was his favorite way of handling mob disorders, as we have
seen. It is told of him in Dallas how once he came to that city in
response to a dispatch for a company of Rangers, this time to put
down an impending prize-fight.

“Where are the others?” asked the disappointed Mayor, who
met him at the depot.

“Hell! aint I enough?” was the response, “there’s only one
prize-fight!”52

This unforgettable anecdote can not be found in the records of
the Ranger service (although McDonald did intervene in prizefights
in El Paso and Galveston). To numerous individuals, however, a
memorable tale that reflects the inner spirit of being a Texan should
be repeated and not questioned. In Texas lore the indomitable Cap-
tain Bill became the embodiment of the positive traits of the
Rangers. These attributes included standing your ground and doing
your lawful duty to the best of your abilities against feudists, lynch-
ers, and rioters.

Besides the “one-Ranger-one-riot” story, two other factors helped
to create McDonald’s legendary image. First, a future chapter about
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preventing a prizefight in El Paso in 1896 describes a tall tale that
McDonald forced William Barclay “Bat” Masterson to swallow his
pride and back off from a violent showdown. Second, and more
important, in the aftermath of the raid on Brownsville in 1906, a US
Army investigator on the scene reflected on the mythical beliefs of
the common Texans in McDonald’s ability to stand and fight when
he wrote, “It is said here he [McDonald] is so brave he would not
hesitate to ‘charge hell with one bucket of water.’ ”53 Yet in real life
Captain Bill did not harbor a death wish; and he did not want to
take part in an Armageddon. One can even contemplate that in the
final battle between good and evil the implacable McDonald would
only charge hell at the head of a large force of Rangers—armed
with buckets.

The mythical aspects of the lives of Captain McDonald and
his fellow Rangers left an imprint on those who created Wild
West Rangers in the pop culture of the early 1900s. One of these
hell-bent Rangers was Jim “Lone Wolf” Hatfield who served
under Captain “Roaring Bill” McDowell. In a short story in a
pulp magazine, Hatfield had cat-like moves and could charge
through a hail of lead by dodging the bullets. He was known as
the Ranger who “would charge hell with a bucket of water.” Yet
Hatfield also had the ability to use markings on a shell and a dam-
aged firing pin in a weapon to solve a crime. When he stopped a
revolt from happening on the border, the novella ended with
these words:

“It shore beats hell,” said the sheriff, “one Ranger bustin’ up a rev’-
lution single-handed, all by hisself.”

“Well,” chuckled the Lone Wolf, “you just had one revolution!”54

The legendary McDonald still chases outlaws and desperados in
Wild West fiction. For some, crossing the line between history and
fiction captures the essence of society at a given time and place. For
others, however, such literary strokes entangle the historical record
and regional folklore. 
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THE UNFOLDING STORY

Although capable and flamboyant, the flesh-and-blood McDonald
could not live up to the public’s adulation of the fabled Captain Bill.
In reality McDonald was not only an action detective but also car-
ried out the humdrum work of running encampments and writing
reports. While carrying out these duties the Ranger captain,
although pulling his weapons and firing, did not kill anyone. Con-
trary to public opinion—and the beliefs of some historical writers—
no notches appeared on his guns. Just as important, during
McDonald’s tenure as officer in charge of Company B, only one
Ranger was killed in the line of duty. And that did not mean the
rank and file of this company shot first.

In the pages to follow the complexities of McDonald’s lifestyle
will be examined. This comprehensive study is the first biography
of Bill McDonald published in a hundred years. It differs from pre-
vious writings about the Ranger captain in several ways. For one
thing, records have been looked at in order to shed new light upon
his financial dealings and bankruptcy as a grocer in Mineola. Next,
the major events in his career as a Texas lawman have been studied
through archival holdings. This research has produced a more bal-
anced narrative, filled with McDonald’s own words. In carrying out
his duties as a crime fighter in hectic day-to-day operations, Cap-
tain Bill foreshadowed the modern era of policing. His ability as a
detective has been underplayed by historians ever since. And lastly,
McDonald’s role as state revenue agent at the end of his life, partic-
ularly his interaction with circuses and Buffalo Bill’s Wild West
Show, needs amplification as a memorable event and spectacle.

By McDonald’s day, Texas had become known as a place where
things happen. The interaction among the native inhabitants, Span-
ish colonists, and Anglo pioneers was chronicled by early Texan his-
torians. They tried to collect information by studying documentary
sources. Yet they viewed events in a subjective way—through the
enduring beliefs of the “Promised Land,” the “Agrarian Ideal,” and
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the “Great-Man Thesis.”55 A philosopher once noted that the hero in
history can be seen either as an “event-making man” or as an “event-
ful man” (who happened to be in the right place at the right time to
become famous).56 To some, Bill McDonald, either through careful
thought or sheer luck, had a foot in each philosophical camp.
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R O M A N T I C I Z I N G  M c D O N A L D  A N D  T H E  R A N G E R S
A  P i c t o r i a l  E s s a y

We fought [the Indians] for full nine hours before the fight wis o’er;

The sight of dead and woundit I nivir saw before;

Five thousan’ gallant rangers that ivir left the West

Lay buriet by their comrades, and peace shall be their rest.

—Kenneth S. Goldstein, “‘The Texas Rangers’ in
Aberdeenshire.”

His is a tale unended. Still riding down the years 

Come the hoofbeats of the Ranger and his stalwart form 

appears . . .

Though dark may be the danger, he has no care for that, 

Riding on into the future in his tall—white—

hat.
—“The Ranger” in William B. Ruggles, Trails of Texas.

Captain Bill McDonald is a wild and wily Ranger,

Kind enough to folks at home but stern to any stranger.

Down upon the pampas plains of wide and woozy Texas,

Captain Bill kerswats the azure in its solar plexus.

Nary such another man from Galveston to Dallas;

Wears a bent Damascus blade where most men wear a gallus;

Wears a bucket on his head—for thats his chief kerswatter;

Bill would charge all hell, they say, with a single pail o’ water!

—“The Texas Terror” in Washington Post, Jan. 18, 1907.



A Texas Ranger in the popular press. This illustration has become the classic image of the Texas
Ranger in fact and fiction in antebellum Texas. The caption for this sketch quoted a “gentleman”
thus: “Ben McCullough’s Texas Rangers [sic] are described as a desperate set of fellows. They num-
ber one thousand half savages, each of whom is mounted upon a mustang horse. Each is armed with
a pair of Colt’s navy revolvers, a rifle, a tomahawk, a Texan bowie-knife, and a lasso.” In their mili-
tary struggles with American Indians and Mexican nationals, soldier-Rangers gained a national rep-
utation for ragtag appearances and fierce-fighting abilities. Yet this oft-reproduced drawing rooted
in western and Texan folklore resembles too much the way people envisioned mountain men in the
wilds of the American West. The illustrator had taken into account the colorful stories about pio-
neers moving westward that appeared in the national media in the middle of the 1800s. The leg-
endary fighter-Ranger had surfaced in the world of print. (HARPER’S WEEKLY, VOL. 5, 1861, P. 430.)



In the late 1800s the soldier-Ranger passed into history. A new Ranger emerged who carried badges
to investigate crimes and chase outlaws. In the above illustration the artist gave his version of Ranger
Captain McDonald as a riot buster. An outnumbered Ranger making a stand against an angry mob
has been one of the recurring themes in the McDonald saga in the popular press. These real-life
Rangers embellished in song and story even had their counterparts in the world of fiction. The fore-
most made-up lawman-Ranger thrilled audiences for decades: the adventures of the Lone Ranger.
As developed by George Trendle and Fran Striker for radio in the 1930s, the masked man and
Tonto, his faithful companion, fought for justice in the Wild West through duty, fair-play, and
courage. Yet Captain Bill, whether in reality or fictionalized formats, was no model for the Lone
Ranger. (ALBERT BIGELOW PAINE, CAPTAIN BILL MCDONALD, TEXAS RANGER: A STORY OF FRONTIER REFORM, 211.)



During his lifetime Bill McDonald made friends with Edward M. House, a political advisor to
Democrats in Texas and the nation. House was instrumental in obtaining the services of Albert
Bigelow Paine to write a biography of Captain Bill, published in 1909. Before this happened excerpts
of Paine’s work appeared in Pearson’s Magazine. With these stories McDonald’s image changed from
regional hero to national icon. Decades later House also got Tyler Mason to write a wild-and-woolly
book about McDonald that was published in 1936. Some of these tales appeared the year before in
the popular magazine Liberty. In addition, House sent for Captain Bill to be a bodyguard to
Woodrow Wilson in the presidential election of 1912. By the time McDonald passed away, he had
gained a reputation as an action-oriented lawman inside and outside the Lone Star State. This fact
differentiated him from the other Ranger captains of his generation. For further analysis of these
events, see Chapter 15. (COLORADO CITIZEN, AUG. 27, 1908.)



The Fitzsimmons-Maher prizefight (1896) and the hybrid Ranger. McDonald, the other Ranger
captains, and their companies moved to El Paso to stop this event from being staged on Texas soil.
This cartoon can be seen in two different ways: as a caricature of life along the border held by east-
erners; and as a belief system that only a new creature—a frightening mix of a Ranger and a Mexi-
can bandido—would be able to referee the contest. In the late 1800s some people saw boxing in
terms of athletic skills. Other segments of the society, though, viewed pugilistic encounters (both
bareknuckle and glove) as a blood sport that needed to be outlawed. The violent nature of prize-
fighting equaled that of other vicious entertainment, as, for example, bullfighting and cockfighting.
(NEW YORK WORLD, FEB. 12, 1896.)

Bill McDonald—the real McCoy. This photo-
graph of an aging McDonald shows his most
striking facial features: protruding ears, a
straight-as-an-arrow nose, and deep-set eyes
that stare at you in a piercing way. His pictur-
esque face raises the question: Which became
more memorable—the real-life icon or the leg-
endary figure? (COURTESY TEXAS STATE LIBRARY

AND ARCHIVES COMMISSION.)



FROM PICTORIAL IMAGERY TO WORD PAINTING:

INVENTIVE MESSAGES FROM RANGERS IN THE FIELD

One of the hallmarks of the legendary Rangers as peace officers was their
ability to write terse reports. These laconic communications, more imag-
inary than real, have been quoted in popular literature about American
law enforcement to illustrate their masculine courage, quick-triggered
summary justice, and primitive methods of gathering information. Once
James D. Dunaway, who served under Captain McDonald, supposedly
wired a classic message to his superiors: “I am shot all to pieces. Every-
thing quiet.” At another time a “nameless Ranger” was quoted as saying,
“We had a little shooting and he lost.” McDonald even put together a
brief telegram which ended with the words, “Everybody disarmed; every-
thing quiet.” The alleged report of a Ranger quoted in a work on crimi-
nal investigation said it all:

NAME Big Nose Smith

CRIME Homicide

DISPOSITION Mean as hell, had to shoot him

First quotation: Sterling, Trails and Trials of a Texas Ranger, 360;
Second quotation: Gillett, Six Years with the Texas Rangers, xiv–xv;
Third quotation: Paine, McDonald, 370;
Fourth quotation: John J. Horgan, Criminal Investigation (NEW YORK: MCGRAW-HILL, 1974), 154.



To grasp the inner workings of the world of Texas Ranger Captain
Bill McDonald, one must move in a westerly direction across the
Atlantic Ocean to the New World and a place called Texas. Since
ancient times humans have sailed westward and marched inland to
find fame and fortune and build an orderly society under God.2 This
restless force in the cultures of Europe and America—that migrating
impulse that has been called the “M-Factor” in American history—
was captured in those haunting lines by Stephen Vincent Benet:

Americans are always moving on.

It’s an old Spanish custom gone astray,

A sort of English fever, I believe,

Or just a mere desire to take French leave,

I couldn’t say. I couldn’t really say.3

This restless temper brought McDonald’s Scottish ancestors
from Europe to America. The methods of fighting crime used by
Captain Bill resulted from his contacts with people and cultures in
the Old South and the Lone Star State. As a youth he grew up in
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Chapter 2�

THE MAKING OF A TEXAS LAWMAN
. . . a Texas Ranger could ride like a Mexican, trail like an Indian, shoot
like a Tennessean, and fight like a devil.1


