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The story of Wyatt Earp and what has 
become known as “The Gunfight at the O.K. 
Corral” occurring in Tombstone, Arizona 
Territory in October 1881 has fascinated me 
for over six decades. I have read everything 
available on the subject, including dozens 
of books and hundreds of magazine articles 
(written by me and friends at True West) and 

watched several movies and a TV show or two. All of this led me to 
miles of travel to walk where he walked and indeed to writing three 
books on the subject. One might be tempted to ask what anyone, at 
this late date, could bring to the subject that is new or different?

In Ride the Devil’s Herd: Wyatt Earp’s Epic Battle Against the West’s Biggest 
Outlaw Gang, my friend and historian John Boessenecker re-enters the 
contested terrain of the violence surrounding Wyatt Earp, the Cow-
boys, and the events culminating in the gunfight. The Earp saga has 
been repeatedly told, dismantled, romanticized, and reconstructed for 
nearly a century. From the lionizing narratives of the early twentieth 
century to the revisionist critiques of the 1960s and 1970s, scholars 
and popular writers alike have alternately cast Wyatt Earp as heroic 
lawman, opportunist, or outright criminal. 

What Boessenecker accomplishes, which few historians have, is 
to dig into the disparate elements of the Cowboys prior to the events in 
Tombstone, arguing that they were not merely a loose band of rustlers 
and opportunists, but constituted the largest outlaw gang in the Old 
West, responsible for at least thirty-five murders, extensive stock theft, 
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and the terrorizing of the ranchers and settlers of southern Arizona and 
northern Mexico. Boessenecker marshals a substantial array of court 
records, newspaper accounts, and archival materials to reconstruct the 
gang’s evolution, leadership, and operations. 

John Boessenecker’s background must have informed his approach. 
Trained as a historian and later serving as both a police officer and trial 
attorney, he realized early on that the motivations and personalities of 
modern offenders often resemble those of nineteenth-century outlaws. 
The criminals he met in the 1970s seemed little different from the out-
laws he read about who rode in the 1870s.

That experience gives him insight to America’s most conflicted 
lawman and the Cowboys he and his brothers met up with that fateful 
day. The Cowboys were not just local scoundrels itching for a fight with 
local lawmen. 

Boessenecker looks at the historical record with a cop’s intuition 
and an attorney’s skepticism. The result is a narrative that treats the 
Cowboys less as folkloric villains and more as a functioning criminal 
organization. His research shows how the Cowboys’ origins predate 
Tombstone and that their leadership initially coalesced around figures 
such as John Kinney. By tracing their activities in New Mexico before 
coming to Cochise County, Boessenecker dismantles earlier depictions 
of the gang as merely local scofflaws antagonistic to the Earps. Through 
his accounting, the Cowboys emerge as the criminal gang they were.

The beginnings of the telling of the Wyatt Earp story seem to start 
with Walter Noble Burns’s 1927 book Tombstone, which labeled Earp 
as “The Lion of Tombstone.” Burns was able to interview Wyatt, still 
alive and reportedly angry at not being paid. From there, Stuart Lake 
defined Earp in the 1931 book “Frontier Marshal,” a title downgraded 
from “Frontier Gunfighter” at the insistence of Sadie Marcus Earp, 
Wyatt’s common-law wife. The story jumped to television in 1955 with 
“The Life & Legend of Wyatt Earp,” starring Hugh O’Brien as Wyatt. 
In the early 1960s, some revisionism of Wyatt’s image surfaced when 
researchers tracked down the coroner’s report on the death of Wyatt’s 
second wife who, dying from a drug overdose, testified “Wyatt Earp 
ruined my life.”

Boessenecker is careful not to perpetuate the over-glamorized 
image that time and modern media have bestowed upon the Earps. 
Here, in a damning summation, is some of the new information he has 
uncovered about the Earp brothers: “All had seen the inside of a jail. 
Wyatt in Arkansas and Illinois, Jim in Montana, Virgil in Iowa, Morgan 
in Illinois and Missouri. Wyatt and Jim were jail breakers. Wyatt, Jim 
and Morgan had all been pimps. Virgil had been charged with arson 
and fraud.”
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The persistence of the Earp legend underscores the stakes of this 
inquiry. The simultaneous production of the films Tombstone and Wyatt 
Earp in the early 1990s demonstrated the enduring marketability of 
the story. Even when these films incorporated elements of vice, addic-
tion, and opportunism, audiences continued to respond to narratives 
of courage under fire. Boessenecker’s analysis implicitly engages this 
phenomenon, suggesting that the appeal of Earp lies less in moral 
purity than in perceived bravery amid chaos. “Courage, never goes out 
of style.” 




