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V a r ie d  L i f e
Lawyer — O utlaw — Politician — Author — Actor — Chicken farmer

THE ENGAGING LIFE OF 
AL JENNINGS

By Gwen Jackson

He boasted that train robbers were m ore honest than 
the Democratic establishm ent
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I n  the  la te  1 8 0 0 ’s, fam ilies  su rg e d  into O klahom a 
T erri to ry  from  all w a lk s  of life looking for free  land  
and new  beg inn ings .  J. D. F. J e n n in g s ,  a physic ian ,  
M e th o d is t  m i n i s t e r ,  a n d  a t t o r n e y ,  i n f i l t r a t e d  h is  
family into th is  u n s e t t le d  a r e a  an d  s e rv e d  a s  p ro b a te  
judge in P o tta w a to m ie  County. He tau g h t  his sons  
—Ed, Al, an d  J o h n  — en o u g h  ab o u t  law  to p a s s  b a r  
examinations.

Al J e n n in g s ’ political c a r e e r  b eg a n  in 1 8 9 2  w h en  
he w a s  e l e c t e d  to  t h e  o ff ice  of C a n a d i a n  C o u n ty  
atto rney . He ra n  for re -e lec t io n  in 1 8 9 4 ,  b u t  he w as  
defeated. He th en  m oved  to W o o d w ard  to  e n te r  legal 
p a r tn e rsh ip  w ith  his b ro th e r s  Ed an d  Jo h n .  J o h n  and  
Al ro d e  th e  c i r c u i t  of W e s t e r n  O k la h o m a  c o u r t s  
d e f e n d in g  r a n c h e r s  in  la n d  d i s p u t e s  a n d  t a k in g  
various clientele.

On O c to b e r  8 , 1 8 9 5 ,  T e m p l e  H o u s to n ,  s p i r i t e d  
W oodw ard la w y e r  a n d  y o u n g es t  son of G en era l  Sam  
Houston, a p p e a re d  in cour t  r e p re s e n t in g  S an ta  Fe 
Railroad ag a in s t  J e n n in g s  b r o th e r s ’ c l ien ts  accu sed  
of s tea ling  a keg  of b ee r .  A h e a te d  a rg u m e n t  e ru p te d  
in th e  c o u r t r o o m  a n d  g u n s  w e r e  d r a w n .  O ff ic e rs  
quickly re s tra in ed  the  m en. T he  a t to rn e y s  apologized 
to e a c h  o t h e r ,  b u t  t e m p e r s  b o i l e d  b e n e a t h  th e  
s u r fa c e .  T h a t  n ig h t ,  H o u s to n  a n d  a c lo s e  f r ie n d ,  
e x - s h e r i f f  J a c k  L o v e ,  e n t e r e d  G a r v e y ’s C a b in e t  
Saloon. Shortly , J o h n  an d  Ed J e n n in g s  a p p e a re d  and  
th e  c o u r t r o o m  q u a r r e l  r e s u m e d .  A c c o rd in g  to  an  
account in TH E DAILY OKLAHOMAN, th e  lights 
were shot out. W hen  light w as  re s to re d ,  Ed Jen n in g s  
lay dying from a g u n sh o t  w ound  in th e  head .  Jo h n  
Jennings fled, c lu tch ing  a se r ious ly  w o u n d ed  arm. 
Houston and  Love w e re  u n h a rm e d .

P e o p l e  in W o o d w a rd  s u p p o r t e d  H o u s to n  a n d  
Love. T he ir  d e fen se  la w y e r  s u g g e s te d  in co u r t  tha t  
John Jen n in g s  had  acc iden ta lly  killed his b ro th e r ,  
Ed. Houston  an d  Love w ere  acq u it ted ;  th e  ju ry  ru led  
self-defense . Al J en n in g s  left the  co u r tro o m  cu rs ing  
the court decision and  sw ea r in g  revenge .

The to p sy - tu rv y  ev e n ts  in W oodw ard  p ro m p ted  Al 
to abandon  the  law p ractice . Y ounger b ro th e r  F rank , 
who is said to have b een  a ca rd  d e a le r  in a W oodw ard  
saloon, jo ined Al to organize a gang. In a w hirlw ind  of
l a w l e s s n e s s ,  t h e y  s o u g h t  to  a v e n g e  th e  i n ju s t i c e
bestow ed  upon the Jen n in g s  b ro th e rs .

On A ugust 16, 1897 , the ro b b e ry  of a S an ta  Fe 
train  ou ts ide  E dm ond  failed, and  th e  e x p re s s  ca r  
m essenger  recognized the Jen n in g s  b ro th e r s ’ voices. 
A t r a in  r o b b e r y  n e a r  M u s k o g e e  a n d  t r a i n  d e p o t  
robbery  at Purcell  a lso  failed.

Ben Tilgham , d ep u ty  U.S. m arsha ll ,  h ea rd  th a t  the 
Jenn ings  gang p lan n ed  to rob the  Minco bank . He 
wired C. B. Campbell, p re s id en t  of the bank. Campbell 
organized a re a  c a t t lem en  to p ro tec t  the  b ank  day 
and night. W hen gang m e m b e r  P a t  O’Malley w ent 
into Minco, he saw  th a t  the  ro b b e ry  would not be 
practical.

O n  October 1, 1897 , M orris  and  P a t  O’Malley, Al, 
Frank, and  Dick W est, s to p p ed  a Rock Is land  tra in  
n o r th  of P o c a s s e t .  T h e r e  w a s  s u p p o s e d  to  be  
$ 1 0 0 ,0 0 0  being sen t  to Ft. W orth , bu t the e x p re ss  
c a r  m e s s e n g e r  c o u l d n ’t o p e n  it .  T h e  g an g  t r i e d  
dynam ite b u t  b lew  th e  side ou t of the  tra in  w ithout 
opening the safe. H ungry and  d e sp e ra te ,  the gang

lined  u p  p a s s e n g e r s  an d  took  ab o u t  $ 3 0 0 ,  w a tch es ,  
an d  o th e r  va luab les .

In D ecem b er ,  a f te r  c o n s id e rab le  t ra il ing  by U.S. 
d e p u t y  m a r s h a l l  J a m e s  L e d b e t t e r  a n d  s e v e r a l  
p o sse s ,  th e  Al J e n n in g s  gang  w as  ca p tu re d .  Four 
i n d i c t m e n t s  w e r e  f i l e d  in  U .S. C o u r t  in  I n d i a n  
T e r r i t o r y ,  S o u th e r n  D is t r i c t ,  a t  C h ic k a s h a .  T h e r e  
w e re  tw o  c o u n ts  of ro b b e ry ,  shoo ting  in to  a ra ilro ad  
tra in ,  and  ro b b e ry  of U.S. mail.

T he gang  w a s  held in th e  old jail th a t  is now  located  
in S h an n o n  S prings  P a rk .  A ccord ing  to  th e  CHICK­
ASHA EXPRESS, th e re  w as  a ten-foot-h igh  s to ck ad e  
a ro u n d  th e  jail. F ed e ra l  g u a rd s  pa tro lled  the  area ,  
an d  p r iso n e r s  w ere  ch a in ed  to g e th e r  with  leg bands .

A. C. C ruse  of D uncan  d e fen d ed  Al, f ree  of cha rge  
a s  a g e s tu re  of love for Al’s fa th e r  an d  m other .  Al w as 
t r i e d  a n d  fo u n d  g u i l ty  of r o b b in g  U.S. m a il .  H is 
s en ten c e  w as  im p riso n m e n t  in th e  Ohio P en i ten t ia ry  
for the  “ r e s t  of his n a tu ra l  life.”

I n  O c to b e r ,  1 8 9 9 ,  t h e  o t h e r  t h r e e  i n d i c t m e n t s  
w e re  d ism isse d  ag a in s t  the  J en n in g s  gang, and  they  
w e re  n e v e r  pun ished .

In 1900 , Al J e n n in g s ’ se n te n c e  w as  re d u c e d  to five 
y e a r s ,  l e s s  good  b e h a v io r ;  a n d  tw o  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  
P re s id e n t  T h eo d o re  R oosevelt  gave him  full pardon .

Al r e tu r n e d  to O klahom a to p rac t ice  law in D uncan  
and  Law ton. M ary Bailey r e m e m b e rs  Al visiting h er  
fa the r ,  Ju d g e  Bailey, in th e i r  C h ickasha  hom e. M ary 
say s  h e r  s i s te r  F ra n c e s  n ea rly  fell off th e i r  d ivan 
w h en  sh e  le a rn ed  th a t  th e  m an  s e a te d  n ex t  to  h e r  
w as  Al Jen n in g s ,  the outlaw .

O nce Al and  his fo rm er  d e fen se  a t to rn e y ,  A. C. 
C ruse , te a m e d  on a case  ag a in s t  a law y e r  Al had  
ro b b e d  of n in e ty  c e n ts  du r in g  the  P o c a s se t  robbe ry .

O n  J a n u a ry  6, 1904 , Al m a rr ie d  M aud E lizabeth  
D eaton , w ho lived in L aw ton . A family n e w s p a p e r  
c l i p p in g  i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  M a u d  w a s  f r o m  I o w a  a n d  
“ nationally  know n on C h au tau q u a  c ircu its .”

In 1 911 , Al m oved to  O klahom a City an d  ra n  for 
coun ty  a t to rn ey .  He won the D em ocra tic  nom ination  
bu t lost the genera l  election.

S h o r t ly  a f t e r w a r d ,  J e n n i n g s  w r o te  B E A T IN G  
BACK, h is  a u t o b i o g r a p h y .  It  to ld  of h is  s t a r t  in 
ou tlaw ry ,  his life in prison, and  his co m eb ack  af te r  
r e l e a s e .  T h i s  r o m a n t i c a l ly  w r i t t e n  a c c o u n t  w a s  
p u b l ish ed  in th e  SATURDAY EVENING POST in 
sev e n  in s ta l lm en ts  — from  S e p te m b e r  to N o v em b er  
of 1 9 1 3 .  It  c o n t a i n e d  e ig h t  C h a r l e s  M. R u s s e l l  
i l lus tra tions .

I n  1914 , Al s tag ed  an ag g ress iv e  cam pa ign  for 
G o v ern o r  of Oklahom a. His cam p a ig n  ca rd  s t r e s s e d  
co m m itm e n t  to  hones ty .  In th e  m iddle of cam paign  
e f fo r t s ,  Al t r a v e l e d  to  N e w  J e r s e y  to  s t a r  in  th e  
movie abou t  his life called BEATING BACK. W hen 
he re tu rn e d  to cam paigning , he bo as ted  th a t  tra in  
r o b b e r s  w e re  m o re  h o n e s t  t h a n  th e  D e m o c r a t i c  
e s t a b l i s h m e n t .  V o te r s  a n d  p o l i t ic a l  l e a d e r s  l ik ed  
Al’s rebe ll ious  na tu re .  Final balloting w as so close 
th a t  r e s u l t s  w ere  in doub t for tw o  days. He ca rr ied  
O klahom a, Logan, and  S te p h en s  counties .  His to tal 
vote of 2 1 ,7 3 2  w as th ird  in running.
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A b s o l u t e  H o n e « t y  i n  O f f i c e  w i l l  K f r f i i r e  T m f » .  
II  i i i u l r e i ik  o l  T h o « « t a n 4 »  w i l l  b«* S u v e d  b y  

H e a l  H o i i e » l y

A L  J. JENNINGS
C a n d i d a t e  lor  G o v e r n o r  

S t a l e  o l  O k l a h o m a

1 I f ) ';  N .  I l r o a d w a y ,

O k l a h o m a  C i t y .

S n h je e l  to the  ttefion of
D e m o c r a t i c  P r i m a r y ,  A m i .  I O k l a .

Looking for a chance  to  beg in  again , A1 and  M aud 
m oved to  C alifornia. He w o rk ed  as a m ovie ad v iso r 
on co rrec t hand ling  of s ix sh o o te rs . He re tire d  to  a 
peaceful life on a ch icken  ranch .

In  1 9 5 1 , D an D u ry e a  s t a r r e d  in  th e  m o v ie  AL 
JE N N IN G S  OF O K LA H O M A . A c c o rd in g  to  th e  
CHICKASHA EXPRESS, A1 sa id  th a t the  p ic tu re  w as 
a d isg race . He also  lau g h ed  a t te lev is io n  W este rn s , 
claim ing the  villains w ere rid iculous.

In la te r  y ea rs , F ran k  D eck er a sk e d  A1 how  it fe lt to  
be a band it. A1 rem in iscen tly  rep lied , “ One feels as  if 
he is iso la ted  from  th e  w hole w orld and  ac ts  from  
th a t  s ta n d p o in t .  M an  in  th a t  b u s in e s s  b e c o m e s  
a c c u s to m e d  to  th e  h a r d s h ip s  of it a n d  g e ts  to  
believing in h is b u s in ess  as o th e rs  w ho a re  sk inn ing  
th e  public, bu t in a d iffe ren t and  m ore legal m anner. 
All fe a r and  re g a rd  for h u m an  life le av e s  him , an d  he 
goes a s  a so ld ier to  b a ttle  in v u ln erab le  to  its  dan g er, 
d isa s te r, and d e a th .”

S e v e ra l  n ew sp a p e r accoun ts s ta te  th a t A1 Jenn ings 
sh o t h is la s t m an w hen  he w as n in e ty  y e a rs  old. A 
re p o r te r  cam e to  th e  J e n n in g s  hom e for a fa s t-d raw  
d em o n stra tio n , and  A1 acc id en ta lly  w o unded  him.

A fte r su ch  a life of v a r ied  e x p e rien ce s , A lphonso J. 
Jen n in g s  d ied  in h is San F e rn a n d o  V alley hom e on 
D e c e m b e r  2 6 , 1 9 6 1 , a t  th e  a g e  of 9 8 . H is  d e a th  
c e r t i f ic a te  l i s te d  h im  a s  a s e l f - e m p lo y e d  g u e s t  
sp ea k e r. O

G WENJA CKSON, formerly of Port and now of Amber, has 
been teaching on the Elementary level for twenty-five years. 
She is an older sister of Pat Kourt, another WESTVIEW  
writer.
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