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Was the “Old West” violent? Scholars have established that it was not as violent as most movies and novels would suggest. Murder was not a daily, weekly, or even monthly occurrence in most small towns or farming, ranching, or mining communities. Still, homicide rates in the West were extraordinarily high by today’s standards and by the standards of the rest of the United States and the Western world in the nineteenth century, except for parts of the American South during the Civil War and Reconstruction. Most data that historians have gathered are preliminary, based on a single source such as newspapers, legal records, or official statistics, rather than on multiple sources. They are minimum counts, not estimates of the number of homicides that occurred. But preliminary data are available for Oregon, British Columbia, Texas, nine counties in California (which together held 57 percent of the population of central and southern California), eight Native peoples in California, five cattle towns, five mining towns, and two counties each in Arizona and Colorado.

To appreciate how violent the West was, we need to consider not only the annual homicide rate, but the risk of being murdered over time. For instance, the adult residents of Dodge City faced a homicide rate of at least 165 per 100,000 adults per year, meaning that 0.165 percent of the population was murdered each year—between a fifth and a tenth of a percent. That may sound small, but it is large to a criminologist or epidemiologist, because it means that an adult who lived in Dodge City from 1876 to 1885 faced at least a 1 in 61 chance of being murdered—1.65 percent of the population was murdered in those 10 years. An adult who lived in San Francisco, 1850-1865, faced at least a 1 in 203 chance of being murdered, and in the eight other counties in California that have been studied to date, at least a 1 in 72 chance. Even in Oregon, 1850-1865, which had the lowest minimum rate yet discovered in the American West (30 per 100,000 adults per year), an adult faced at least a 1 in 208 chance of being murdered.
Table 1
Homicide Rates in Nine California Counties, 1850-1865

(per 100,000 persons ages 16 and older per year)




Homicides
Ave. annual
Adult pop.
Homicide






 adult pop.
 at risk

 rate

Ranching counties

Los Angeles

     221

      6,984
  111,741
 198

San Diego

       27

      4,401
    70,415
   38

San Luis Obispo
       40

      1,095
    17,523
 228

Santa Barbara

       36

      1,953
    31,245
 115

All ranching

     324

    14,433
  230,924
 140
 Counties

Mining counties

Calaveras

     133

    15,483
  247,729
   54

Tuolumne

     273

    13,582
  217,304
 126

All mining

     406

    29,065
  465,033
   87

 counties

Commercial or

 agricultural counties

Sacramento

     117

    15,592
  249,474
   47

San Joaquin

       62

      6,344
  101,500
   61

SanFrancisco

       99

    40,368
  645,888
   31

All commercial or
     378

    62,304
  996,862
   38

 agricultural

 counties

All nine counties
  1,108

  105,802
1,692,819
   65
Sources: The data from San Francisco (compiled from newspapers, because of the loss of the city’s legal records) are from Kevin J. Mullen, Let Justice Be Done: Crime and Politics in Early San Francisco (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1989); and Mullen, Dangerous Strangers: Minority Newcomers and Criminal Violence in the Urban West, 1850-2000 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). The data from Los Angeles (compiled from court records, coroner’s inquests, newspapers, and other sources) are from Eric H. Monkkonen, “Los Angeles Homicides, 1830-2001 [computer file]” (Los Angeles: University of California at Los Angeles; Columbus: Historical Violence Database: Criminal Justice Research Center, Ohio State University, distributor, 2005). The data from the other seven counties (compiled from court records and coroner’s inquests) are from Claire V. McKanna, Jr., Homicide, Race, and Justice in the American West, 1880-1920 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1997); McKanna, Race and Homicide in Nineteenth-Century California (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 2002).

Table 2
Western Homicide Rates

(per 100,000 persons ages 16 and older per year)





Homicides
Ave. annual
Adult pop.
Homicide







 adult pop.
 at risk

 rate

Monterey County, CA,
       40

      2,189
      6,567
       609

 1855-1857

Nevada County, CA,

       98

    18,270
  109,620
         89

 1851-1856
Eight Native American
     289

    24,264
  339,689
         85

 peoples in CA, 1852-1865

Oregon, 1850-1865
    
     114
      
    23,373
  373,964
         30

British Columbia,

       43

    13,204
  171,653
         25

 1859-1871
Texas, June 1865-

  1,035

  455,000
1,365,000
         76

 June 1868

Gila County, AZ,

       89

      2,580
    54,170
       164

 1880-1900

Pima County, AZ,

     106

    11,389
  182,225
         58

 1882-1909
Denver, CO,


       30

      4,058
    28,404
       106

 1859-1865
Las Animas County, CO
       73

    10,323
  216,777
         34

 1880-1900

Sources: The figures for Monterey and Nevada counties, California, are from John Boessenecker, Gold Dust and Gunsmoke: Tales of Gold Rush Outlaws, Gunfighters, Lawmen, and Vigilantes (New York: John Wiley, 1999), 323-324; for eight Native American peoples in northern and central California (including the Maidu, Miwok, Pomo, Shasta, Wintun, Yokuts, Northwestern tribes, and Mission Indians), from Sherburne F. Cook, The Conflict between the California Indian and White Civilization (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), for Oregon and British Columbia (excluding homicides of Native Americans), from David Peterson del Mar, Beaten Down: A History of Interpersonal Violence in the West (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2002), 51; for Texas, from W. Eugene Hollon, Frontier Violence: Another Look (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), 52; for Las Animas County, Colorado and Gila County, Arizona, from Claire V. McKanna, Jr., Homicide, Race, and Justice in the American West, 1880-1920 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1997); and for Denver, from Stephen J. Leonard, Lynching in Colorado, 1859-1919 (Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 2002), 32, 187n7. If the 11 lynchings that occurred in Denver, 1859-1865, are added to the homicide total, the town’s homicide rate would rise to 144 per 100,000 adults per year. The data on Pima County are from Paul T. Hietter, “How Wild Was Arizona: An Examination of Pima County’s Criminal Court, 1882-1909.” Western Legal History 12 (1999), 183-209. Hietter finds 76 homicides in the court records in Pima County in a random sample of years, but he estimates from other sources that probably 106—40 percent more—occurred. If only 76 occurred, the homicide rate for Pima County would have been 42 per 100,000 adults per year.
Table 3
Homicide Rates in Kansas Cattle Towns1
(per 100,000 persons ages 16 and older per year)



Abilene
Ellsworth
Wichita
Dodge City
Caldwell



1870-2

1872-5
2
1871-5
2
1876-85
1879-85


Homicides
               7

         6

         4

       17

       13

Average adult
     737

     626

  1,502

  1,029

  1,104

 Pop.

Years of
         3

         4

         5

       10

         7

 exposure

Pop. at risk
  2,210

  2,505

  7,510

10,286

  7,727

Homicide3
     317

     239

       53

     165

     168

 rate

Sources:  Robert R. Dykstra, The Cattle Towns (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1968), 144; and Dykstra, “Quantifying the Wild West: The Problematic Statistics of Frontier Violence,” Western Historical Quarterly 40 (2009), 330n27.

1 The population totals are for the adult resident populations of the cattle towns and the floating population of drovers, cattle owners, and cattle buyers that passed through these towns each year. The city populations are from U.S. Censuses of 1870, 1880, and 1890, supplemented by the estimates of Dykstra (Cattle Towns, 357-359). The age distributions are from Dykstra (1968: 247), on the assumption that the distributions in Abilene and Ellsworth were similar to those in Dodge City. Contemporaries estimated that about 1500 drovers, cattle owners, and cattle buyers passed through a cattle town during a typical season from late spring to late fall (Dykstra, Cattle Towns, 86n8). The calculations here assume that 1,200 drovers stayed one month and 300 buyers and owners stayed two months, so town populations were increased by 150 a year to account for the transient adult population.

2 There were 8 adult homicides noted in Ellsworth during the first year of settlement, 1867, and 15 adult homicides noted in Dodge City in 1872-73 (Dykstra, Cattle Towns, 112-113). If we assume their adult populations were substantial during those years, when they were not yet prominent cattle towns (780 and 870, respectively), their respective adult homicide rates were 1,026 per 100,000 adults per year and 1,724 per 100,000, or a combined 1,394 per 100,000. That rate would mean that 1 of every 72 adult residents was murdered during the first year of settlement.

3 The cumulative homicide rate for adults in the five cattle towns, excluding the first years of settlement, was 155 per 100,000 adults per year:  47 adult homicides and 30,238 adults at risk.  The cumulative homicide rate, including the earliest years of settlement, was 220 per 100,000 adults per year:  70 adult homicides and 31,888 adults at risk.

Table 4
Homicide Rates in Western Mining Towns

(per 100,000 persons ages 16 and older per year)1


Central City,
Aurora,
Bodie,

Deadwood,
Bannack,



Colorado
Nevada
California
South Dakota
Montana



1862-722
1861-643
1877-83
July-Nov.
June, 1862-








18764

Jan., 18645
Homicides
             20

        31
       31

         7

         8

Average pop.
  2,680

   5,977
  3,436

  2,730

  1,306

Years of
       11

         4

         7

         0.58
         1.67

 exposure

Pop. at risk
29,477

23,906

24,052

  1,584

  2,181

Homicide
       68

     130

      129
     442

     367

 rate

Sources: The data for Aurora, Nevada, and Bodie, California, are from Roger D. McGrath, Gunfighters, Highwaymen, and Vigilantes: Violence on the Frontier (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 70, 76, 253-4; for Central City, Colorado, from Lynn I. Perrigo, “Law and Order in Early Colorado Mining Camps,” Mississippi Valley Historical Review 28 (1941), 41-62; for Deadwood, South Dakota, from H. H. Anderson, “Deadwood, South Dakota: An Effort at Stability,” Montana: The Magazine of Western History 20 (1970), 40-7; and for Bannack, Montana, from Frederick Allen, A Decent, Orderly Lynching: The Montana Vigilantes (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2004), 9.
1 Assumes that 95 percent of the populations in Deadwood and Bannack were ages 16 and older during the initial year of settlement, and that 90 percent of the populations of Central City, Aurora, and Bodie were ages 16 and older during the first years of settlement.

2 Assumes that half the population of Gilpin County, Colorado, was at risk in Central City.

3 McGrath believes that the number of homicides in Aurora was 31, rather than the 17 he can identify directly from the city’s incomplete records. If only 17 homicides occurred, the rate was 71 per 100,000 adults per year, roughly the same as in Central City.

4 The homicide totals for Deadwood, Gayville, and Crook City are probably incomplete.  The population of the area is extrapolated from from the 1,139 men who voted in Deadwood’s first election in September, 1876.

5 Assumes that the population of the Grasshopper Creek mining region, including the transient population, Native Americans, and the settlers who lived on ranches or at way stations along the trails to Bannack, was twice the population of Bannack, as it was in the summer of 1864. The population of the town of Bannack was 500 from the fall of 1862 through the winter of 1863, and roughly 1,000 from the summer of 1863 through the winter of 1864.

Table 5
Minimum State Homicide Rates in 1870,

Including Homicides by Native Americans
(per 100,000 persons ages 16 and older per year)





Homicides
Adult pop.
Homicide rate
Arizona


      44

    7,623

577

Colorado


      37

  26,985

137

Montana


      37

  17,462

212

New Mexico


      51

  55,018

  93

Nevada


      19

  34,763

  55

Wyoming


      13

    7,781

167
Total



    201

149,632

134

Rate by Native Americans
      95

149,632

  64

Rate by Others


    106

149,632

  71

Sources: The data are from Bureau of the Census, Ninth Census of the United States, v. 2: The Vital Statistics of the United States (Washington, D. C.: Government Printing Office, 1872). The mortality tables from the 1870 census badly understate the number of deaths that occurred in the year before the census was taken. The homicide totals in the table should thus be viewed as severe undercounts of the number of homicides that occurred.
