





The Great Raymond Stage Holdup

The Black Kid certainly wasn't the first hold-up man in
this vicinity. Four years before he struck, the town of Raymond
was shaken with the cry, "The Yosemite stage has been held up.”
"Somebody held up the stage,” lamented postmaster John Wood
as he ran to the Sentinel Hotel on June 18, 1896.

The news put the little Madera County town in a dither,
and within minutes of receiving the word, a posse headed out
from Raymond toward Willow Creek, the scene of the robbery.
When the men got there, they found the driver, John F. Stevens,
and nine passengers all unharmed but in something of a state of
shock.

This historical event, over one hundred years old, has
been well preserved, and it makes for compelling reading. It was
reported in all the local newspapers, especially when John Tatum
was arrested and tried. Even the aging trial transcripts survive,
providing a detailed description of the crime.

There is one major piece to the puzzle, however, that is missing,

and this forces the historian to seek more help. We know what
happened. We know who was accused of the robbery, and we
know why. What we don't know is, was he ever found guilty or
not? The newspapers are silent, and the official record doesn't
say.

¢ The day apparently had begun quite normally. Stevens,
who had been driving the Yosemite stages for 13 years left
Raymond in one of those huge, covered coaches. Four horses
pulled the vehicle, while seven men and two women took their
places inside. In addition to the personal possessions of the
passengers, the stage carried the ubiquitous Wells Fargo strong
box.

At precisely seven o'clock A.M., Stevens whipped the
reins and the stage pulled out. The route would take the group
past Grub Gulch, Awhanee, Fish Camp, Wawona, and on into
Yosemite Valley, but on this particular day, fate would change
things a bit.

By 8:15, the stage was five or six miles along the route
when it came to a bend in the road at the bottom of a steep grade.
As the horses slowed down and the stage made its turn, out from
the bushes stepped a lone highway man.

The robber stood in the middle of the road holding a rifle.
Stevens reined in his horses; the passengers peered incredulously
out the window. They were actually being held up.

The robber had apparently been planning this caper for
some time, for he was covered from head to toe in a special suit.
No part of the man or his clothes were showing. He was wearing
a two-piece, burlap outfit that hid everything but his eyes.

The driver was ordered to throw down the Wells Fargo
strong box, which he did. Then the male passengers were forced

to empty their pockets for the highwaymen. The two women were

spared a similar indignity by the chivalrous bandit.
Having fleeced his quarry, the holdup man disappeared into the
sagebrush and over the hill. All hope of ever catching the

desperado had dissipated. Then the posse from Raymond reached

the scene, and things took a turn for the better, at least for those
on the side of law and order.

The posse, following the highwayman's tracks, noticed
that he was riding a horse that had only half a shoe on one foot.
This trail was followed right to John Tatum's house, where the
horse was found.

Tatum was arrested and brought to the Raymond
Justice Court where Judge Ayers ordered him bound over for
trial. His bail of $5,000 was later reduced to $3,000.

Tatum was defended by former State Senator George
Goucher, while Madera County District Attorney, Miles
Wallace, prosecuted the case. For his part, Tatum was well
thought of in Raymond and had a number of character
witnesses who spoke on his behalf. By October 2, 1896, the
trial was over, but WE DON'T KNOW THE RESULTS! There
is not a shred of evidence thus far to indicate whatever
happened to Tatum. Was he found innocent or guilty, and if
guilty, what was his sentence?

So there we have to leave it. It is a great story, except that it has
no ending. Nevertheless, we won't give up. Maybe someone
out there knows enough to put a period at the end of the
sentence, after all, that's where the best history is--right in the
minds of our old-timers.

- From Portraits of the Valley, a collection of stories
about Madera County researched by Madera Method Students
and written with the help of their teacher. '

Shoot-Out at 5 Dogs Creek
April 28-May 1, 2005
5 Dogs Range, Bakersfield, CA
12 Main Stages — 6 on Friday & 6 on Saturday
and MUCH more
For information contact:
(661) 323-5737
http://www.therowdywranglers.com/Annual/
index.html

High Sierra Sheotout 2005
May 26 - 29, 2005
Tayler Park, Railroad Flat, CA
Sponsored by
Murieta Posse &California Rangers
12 Main Match Stages
and MUCH more

For information contact:
Black Jack Traven (530) 677-0368 or
http://www.cowtownshooters.com/High®620Sierra/
HS1.htm

Ambush at Durham Ferry
June 23-26, 2005
Manteca Sportsman Club
30261 S. Airport Way, Manteca, CA
12 Main Match Stages — No new shooters

For information contact:
Cherokee Knight at 209-477-8883 or
TRP@aol.com
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