by Betty J. Lane, May, 1980

Once upon a time on the guiet Sunday morning of September 4, 1887, a 35 year-old
man, only eight months a full-fledged Arizona sheriff, stepped up on the porch of a frame
house in the town of Holbrook in northern Arizona--knowingly confronted two armed des-
peradoes--and made Western history, as guns blazed for a brief and tragic five minutes,

This is not & fictitious Western tale. It's a true stofy, 8 legend in the Southwest
ncw, repeated in numerous books, manuscripts and magazine articles on the history of the
Arizona Territory. The sheriff was Commodore Ferry Uwens, a man who spent eight troubled
years in the Cartersburg area; a man whose parenits and some brothefé and sisters are
buried in Cartersburg's Spring Hill cemetery. Some say the Cwens-Blevins shootout in
Holbrook rivalled the more famed gunfight at the Ok. Corral in notoriety. Certainly it
was marked by Commodore Ferry Owens' bravery.,.marked, too, by the fateful, terrible
suddenness of its events.

At least four present Hendricks County residents have personal ties to the Cwens
story, for they are great-nieces of Commocdore Perry Owens. Dorothy Bayse and hér sister
Mary Frances Snodgrass and their cousin Carla Jean Halfaker share a grandfather (Marion
Carter Owens) who was a brother of Commodoxenand worked for him in the West at one time.
And hargery Hufford Cléy's grandmother, Mary Frances Owens Hufford, was a sister of
Commedore Perry Owens. Margery's father, former Hendricks County sheriff Robert Hufford,
was an under-sheriff to hils uncle for almost two years in Arizcna... |

First, I'd 1like for you to see six slides of our subject, slides furnished to us
by Susan Carter at the Plainfield Public Library. I believe most of these were copied
from phetos owned by Commodore's great-nieces. YOu'll see why "Uncle Com’} as the family
knew him, was known as the long-haired sheriff of Arizpma. Actually, he was just ahead
of his time.

5IX SLIDES

Commodore Perry Owens, named after the famous naval hero, was born in 1852 in East
Tennessee, probatly ift or near Rogersville, Tennessee. His father's name was Ferry

Uwens and his Quaker mother's name was Fanny Owens. They may have both been Quakers--we
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are not certain of this. Commodore was one of ten children--the family moved to
Hendricks County in 1857, camping out at first on what became known as the Fartin
farm (at its farthest south point) Just northeast of Cartersburg. Later they moved
a mile west of town.

Family legend has‘it that Commodore ran away from his Cartersburg home at the age
of 13, in 1865, because of abusive treatment by a family member. Re that as it nay,
he did leave and drifted West and Southwest. We're not sure whzt he did in these
years between the time he left Indiana and arrived in Arizona Territory in his late
twenties., Family informatinn. passed down to this generation is that he almost lost
his 1ife when he was in Cklahoma Territory, when he was scalped & by Indians and left
for dead...then nursed back to heglth- by a couple who befriended him.

We can first really document his acfivities in about 1880 when he was in northeastern
Arizona in Apache County, at a place near Navajo Springs: {on one of the Predecessors of
the Santa Fe railroad). This was —-I think--about 60 miles northwest of St. Johns,
the seat of Apache County, in the White Mountains. I think Navajo Springs was near what is
now the site of the visitor center of the Petrified Forest National Park. But don't hold
me to that.

Commodore was a ranch foreman--we know that--and we also know he had a ranch of his
own where he raised horses, in spite of raids by Navajos and rustlers, He called it the
Z Bar ranch, and in 1960, at least, his two room, dirt floored shack was still standing
there at a place called Comﬁgbre Springs.

Just a littie aside--some Logansport men had & ranch in that area called the Wabash
Land and Cattle Company in the late 1800's. I'm told that it was called the "old Commodore
Flace."

We know Commodore Perry Owens was skilled with the six shcoter and the Winchester

rifle, and the Indians held him in quite a bit of awe. This story may illustrate why.
A man once camped - with him who said later that one morning Commocore was taking biscuits

when two Navajos started shooting at his ecabin. They persisted, shocting from the left
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and then the right, in cross-fire. Owens grunted, picked up his Winchester, walked out the
door, shot cne Indian and then the other. Satisfied by a long silence, he came back in and
finished his baking. True? Who knows.

Apache County, Arizona was in great turmoil in the 1880's. Organized bends of desper-
adoes rustled and stole horses. Drunken cowboys shot up Holbrook and St., Johns any time of
day or night. The curator of the present really lovely #Apache Coﬁnty Historical Museum at
St. Johns may have recognized two gullible Hoosiers a couple of years ego, but he said his
father told him that there was hardly a day when he went to work in the old days in St. Johns
when he didn't find a body on the street in the morning. Well, it makes a good=~if somewhat
grisly--story, anyway. There was a range war going on between two feuding families, the
Grahams and the Tewksburys (like the Hetfields and the MeCoys), and they almosti succeeded in
completely extinguishing each other., The county seat of Apache County was Sti J;hns v..and
the county government was said to be so corrupt there was practically no law enforcement.

The people were upset. They wanted something done. So they practically drafted Comm-
odore Perry Owens to run as sheriff in the election of 1886. He'd achieved quite a reputation
as undersheriff by then,using his gun effectively against severazl varieties of undesirables.
The Holbrook paper predicted that Owens would "add as much glory to the warfare for freedom
from an infamous county gofernment as did the old commander of the flagship Lawrence for
4dmerican honor and glory.” Actually, although Commodore Perry Owens was known as an excellent
shot, he had not done anything vet which touched on greatness. Bui he was honest, aprxrently
a distinction shared by few officials of the time.

Owens agreed to run, was elected, and took office in January, 1887,

The first order of the day was a ball for the new officers, according to Commodore's
deputy, one Joe “cKinney. The Plainfield Library has excerpts from l“'lc}'(:'Lnney's "Reminiscences."
Commodore didnlt dance at this "grand” affair. hcKinney daid he did the dancing for the
Sheriff's office. "There were many handsome ladies at that balil," Joe NcKinney wrote later,
and as I was voung and jolly, I enjoyed it."%

This is nct to say Owens objected to female company. FbKinney has sore words to say

ebout that. Although Commodore didn't marry until he wies middle-aged, he w=s said to have
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been a faverite with the ladies.

Apparently he did a business-like Job as a sheriff, doggedly collecting the business
license fees he was supposed to collect--like liguor license fees, accounting for every cent
brought into and spent by his office, even to postage stamps. He made improvements in the
county Jail, which he said was in horrible conditicn, and travelled all over the country es-
corting criminals to trial or to the territorial prison zt Yuma,

ﬁe may have spent his spare time target practicing, but someone has written that he
wasn't as trigger happy as most of the West's renowned sheriffs~-remember, the line was thin
btetween the gocd guys and the bad guys in the West at that time. Commodore is said to have
usually broﬁght in his prisoners with little trouble, if he could find them. Two members of
one of the feuding clans, expecting him with- a warrant, left a note on the door informing
him they had departed for parts unknown.

I 1like the story about the Apache County Board of Supervisors allegedly withholding
money from Commodore Perry Owens, bounties for bringing in some men., He was living in a
hotel in S5t. Johns at the time. He wanted his pay, 80 one day he packed 211 his belongings
on a horse, acted like he was leaving town, and rode over to the Courthouse. He strode
intc the Supervisor's meeting, drew his six-shooter,and quietly demande: . his money. They
paid him, (immédiately), he walked out, got on his horse, rode back to the hotel, and unpacked
his belongings.

In September, 1887 Commodore had not yet become a hero » but he was soon to become one~-cn
the 4th--with the Holbrook shootout. His foil was one Andy Blevins, a man who went (somewhat
inexplicably) byrthe name of Andy Cooper--a member of a fzmily of known horse thieves and
gunmen, severzl members of which-had already spent some quiet time in jail. It was said that
Cooper had killed two men on the second of September. Hightly or wrongly, he was one‘of those
blamed for the murders., Commodore already had severzl arrest warrants for Andy...and had lcng
been under pressure to bring him in...It is said Cwens had been warned-'twe months before
by officials of the ~pache County Cattle Growers Associzticn to either arrest Cooper at once,
or they;d see he was ousted from office,

indy Cooper rode into Holbrock sometime in the late morning ofSunday, Septemter 4,
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Placing his horse in a livery stable just a few doors from his home on the north side of
: ‘toda.)y.
N

the railroad tracks whiech still&sPIit this cow town., He went in his house, ate his ncon
meal, strapped his six shooter around his waist, and walked zcross the iracks to where
most of the town's stores were to talk to his cronies,

In a very short time, Commodore Perry Owens rode into town, stzbling his horse in
the same livery bamm, Andy Cooper's brother, John Blevins, saw the sheriff arrive, and
as inconspichously as pessible, sought out his brother to warn hinm. Andy wes zctually
saddling his horse--beside his house-~getting ready to flee when Commodore Ferry Owens,
with a rifle in his hand and a six shooter at his side,slowly walked acrcss the trecks
to the house. Cooper quickly went insige.

When Commodore stepped up onto the woodén vorch there were eleven family members
inside the Blevins cottage--including babies, women, Andy's brother John, and his teer-age
sister and brother. Commodore lcoked in a window, and saw both Andy and John standing in
the west room, with shotguns in their hands, Cooper hac partislly opened a door thet led
oento the porch; John Blevins hagd partially opened another door. Owens thus stood between
two armed men, bott | of whom were considered capable gunmen. It was a precarious sit-
uatiecn, one in which the odds were in their favor., It is no wonder Cogimodore did not
stand there long, trving to talk to Cooper. Let me tell you how things went then, iﬁ
Owens' own words, digested from an inquest a few days later:

"I say to Cooper, I want you. Cooper says, what do vou want with me? I says, I have
a warrant. Cooper says, wait, I says, Cooper, no wait. Cocper says T won't go. I shot him,
This brother of his Jerked open the door and shot =zt ne, missing me. I whirled my gun, and
shet at him. ‘Then I ran out into the street where I covld see all parts of the house, 1
could see Cooper through the window on his elbow, with his head toward the window. He dis-
appeared to the right. Some man Jumped out of the house on the northeast corer, out of a
door or windew, with & six shooter in his right hand. There was a buckboard betweeen he and
I. I jumped to one side of the wagen and fired at him. Bidn't see him anymere.

I stood there a few moments. A boy jumped out of the frcnt of the Fouse with 2 six~

shocter in his righthend. Thewe ues & Buckbeazd b |
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hands. I shot him. I see no other man. So I left, when passing by the house I see no
one...l left and come on up town."

It has been estimated that no more than five minutes pased from the time Owens left
the iivery stable to make the arrest until he was back there getting his horse.

The death toll for that tragic--and certainly it was tragic--episode wzs as follows: ?

The 15 yezr old boy died immediately. 4ndy Booper passed away during the night. And the;
man who JurMped out of the house and was shot through the shovlder died about ten days later. |
The sole surviving male in the Blevins family, John, was sericusly wounded, tut eventually
recovered. And this is ironie-~-John Blevins becare a deputy sheriff in 1901, himself, and
is said to have died a respected citipen. Th e Blevins house, incidentally, is now owned
by the city of Kolbrook and maintained as a nistorical attraction.

T don t mean to belittle Corrodore Ferry Owens by reading that clipped accomnt of his
testimony. he was a2 brave man, facing unbelievable odds at a time and in a place where
men's acticns ¥ere violent. He was completely exonerated, even for the death of the fifteen
yeat old. The jury reasoned that 2 shot fired by a fifteen year old could be as deadly as
that fired by a man... There are many testimonials in Arizona historical files to Commodore's
actions inc cleaning up Apache County--in helping make it a decent place in which io live,
where decent people could go about their business. A Mormon Ploneer in Arizona stated em-

phatically later that "our proverty was not safe until Commodore Perry Cwens came !v

The remainder of Owens' life as a lawman and subsequently as & businessman was less
eventful. We know he came back to Indiana for a visit in 1889, from a note in Margery's
grandmother's diary, and we know he became the first sheriff of Nava jo County Arizona in

1895, During msst of that two year term Hargery's father was his %jailor and Janitor?

according to records still in HolbrSok. That was where her mother, Nettie #11len Hufford, met
her father, while visiting a sister who was the wife of a Holbrook publisher., Mettie and
Robert Hufford came back to Indiana to stay shortly after their mérriage, but it wasn't
until 1917, I believe, that he becane Hendricks County sheriff.

Around 1900 Commodore moved io Seligman, arizona, some Fifty miles west of Flegstaff,

purchased scome lots and ran a bar, where hie brother Marion Carter Uwens worked for him
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for a while, Marion later said there was a sign above the bar urging patrons not tc drink
if "neglécting wives and chilcren. " Ye szid Commodore never took & drink himself.

Thanks tc Dorothy Bayse, the Plainfield Library has a cory of a very revealing letter
that Cemmodore FPerry Cwens wrote to his niece, FMolly Keith Douglas, in 1900 inviting her to
come and stey with him in Seligman. I ask vou if these excerpts from that letter sound 1ike
they were Written by & hardened gunman. "You had better come out .and make me a visit,"” he
vrote," and see if this climate won't do you 2 lot of good. I will pay your way?..etc..?l am
going to heve me # lots of pets, I must have something around me to love.'

In 1902 Comrodore did find someone tc love --a widow from California, Elizabeth Barrett,
or "Aunt Lizzie" as the farmily called her, who kept up correspondence withHendricks County
family members Jong after Comrcdore's death. She said once that after he died she was beseiged
with requests from writers for information about him.

We know that Cammodore Ferry Owens must have retumed to Indizna several times before he
died. Dorothy has a wonderful little card which indicates he had a stecrefront museum in
Indianapolis, maybe in about 190?—08]where he displayed such things as Navajo blankets and
puma hides( this was in the first block of north}ﬂabama street.j About that same time one of
the fendricks County papers said he brought a boxcar fuikl of horses back to the Cartersburg
Cld Settlers pienic and sold them. Op a visit in 1917 or 1918 he and Aunt Lizzie checked up
on some deer they gave to old Fairview Fark in Indianapolis at an earlier date.

Commodore Ferry Owens was only 66 when he died in 1919. He is buried in Flagstaff,

His grave was unmarked for many years, but it has had a suitable marker now for about ten years.

The sentence that concludes the Arizona Highways article must sum up this many-sided, para-
doxical man so well. "The flesh and blood Owens i dead," it says, "But the legendary Owens
lives on; They are really two people. Like most of us, he was néither good nor bad, but 4id

have the qualities and the opportunity which made him a herc of American folklore.™

PRESENTED BY BETTY J. LAKE, May 1980, bafore the
Hendricks County Historical Soclety

|
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Commodore Perry Owens in Hendricks County

Parents  Oliver Hazard Perry Owens, b. 9/15/1822
d. 12/11/1891

married

Fanny Commer Owens, b. 4/7/1822
d. 9/10/1910

Children
Sarsh Elizabeth b. 12/16/1838
Nicholas Arthur b. 9/26/1845

Amanda Jane b, 1/18/1846

John Clinton b. 8/11/1.847

Mary Frances b. 6/20/1850

Chnmodore Perry b. 7/29/1852 m. Elizabeth Barrett 4,/30/1902
Martha Susan b. 1/8/1853

Marion Carter b. 6/4/1857

William b. 11/18/186%
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Family Record

Perry Oweng was born Sept 15th 1822

Fanny Conner was born April Tth 1822

Sarah Elizabeth Owera was born December 16th 18%8
Nicholas Arthur Owens was born Seph 26th 1845
Amanda Jane Oweng wag borm January 18th 1846

John Glinton Owens was born August 1lth 1847
Mary Frances Owens was born June 20th 1850
CwmwamIbnyOmmsww?mm1&dy2%hl%2
Martha Susan Owens was born January 8tk 1853
Marion Carter Owens was born June 4th 1857

William Owens wag born November 18th 1863



