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O. B. PADGETT

A NATIVE SON OF FLORIDA

His Story as Chief of Police of
Stuart, FL

and Many Other Tales

 


Being a lawman in most areas
of Florida in the first two decades of the 20th century has been
compared to being a lawman in the old Wild West. Most sections of
Florida after The Great War and especially into the 1920s with
Prohibition were wide-open unpopulated areas with many rivers and
surrounded by the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico. To keep
ahead of the moonshiners, smugglers, robbers and even cattle
thieves; a lawman had to use ever bit of his wisdom and physical
strength to maintain some sense of order to a community. Florida
was America’s newest frontier in the first few decades of the
20thcentury and
there were individuals ready to take advantage, legally or
illegally, as Florida started to grow.

 


Who better than a native son, a
young courageous fellow born and raised in Taylor County, who grew
up in the thick cypress and pine forests of Northern Florida, to
know first hand what was required to bring law and order to this
evolving state? That individual was Oren Benton Padgett, known
informally as “O. B.”, who was born December 2, 1897, on a farm in
Fenholloway near the small town of Perry in Taylor County. His
father, Harrison Padgett, was a farmer and Oren was the oldest of
ten children in the family.

 


It was not an easy life as
witnessed by O. B. growing up. Many incidents and disputes were
settled with a gun, especially during the big cattle wars between
1899 and 1912. This was a time of families trying to establish
their own beef cattle ranches and defied anyone to cross their
imaginary line which marked their property. Besides boundary
disputes there was cattle rustling and each side taking whatever
means for self-preservation. When people were not killing each
other over cattle they were making illegal moonshine whiskey. Some
individuals did go to jail; however many others went undetected and
unpunished even for more violent crimes such as assault and
murder. So this was the known world of Oren B. Padgett, whose own
family (uncles, cousins, and father) found itself on the wrong side
of the law countless times.

 


His first opportunity to experience a
different lifestyle came during the America’s war preparations of
1917. He had joined the ‘Home Guard’ (Florida‘s National Guard),
located at a year-round training base in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida,
which prepared young men to enter the US Army. As required, he was
officially registered for the draft on September 12, 1918. With his
training complete, his unit was sent to Jacksonville, Florida, to
wait for deployment. This would be his first opportunity to travel
beyond his own native Florida. However, it was November 11, 1918
and the war was officially ended. After a few days, he and his unit
were released from any further military duty and sent home. So the
farm boy did return back to the farm in Fenholloway near Perry
having learned a few new things with some nice experiences in South
Florida.

 


By the spring of 1919, O. B. was ready for a
change of scenery again. He knew there would be work in South
Florida, so he secured a job with the Mauldin-Snyder Construction
Company paving the dirt roads around Okeechobee City. He was
comfortable with the small town environment that Okeechobee offered
and had the opportunity to befriend many of its citizens including
the local sheriff and other law officers in the area. This tall,
strong young man of twenty-two years also acquired a girlfriend, a
local girl named Rosie.

 


When the paving work finished up in 1920, O.
B. headed for the east coast, towards the town of Stuart for
employment. The Southland Steamship Company was hiring workers for
construction of the C-44 lock and dam along the St. Lucie Canal.
The construction company provided living quarters and food for their men and they were only eight miles west of
Stuart. So when he was not working, O. B. spent a good deal of time
in Stuart, again meeting the people and joining organizations like;
The Old Fellows, the Masons and attending church.

 


He kept in touch with Rosie through
letters they exchanged and one time she was able to come to Stuart
to stay with some of her cousins. Oren was directed to the cousin’s
house in Gomez, just south of Stuart. Rosie’s cousins were Wesley
and Mary (Ashley) Mobley. Mary was the sister of the already
notorious outlaw, John H. Ashley.

 


The Ashley Gang by
the early 1920s was part of the ruthless
robbers and murderers plaguing Florida, especially up and down the
southeast coast for years. John Ashley was the self-declared leader
with several family members also part of the gang, including a
young nephew named Hanford Mobley (son of Wesley and Mary Mobley).
The Gang had always managed to escape from whatever prison or road
camp held them. So during the 1921 to 1922 period they were at
their height of criminal activities including robbery, taking
illegal liquor from rumrunners, moonshining, stealing autos and
overall frightening the communities along the coast. The gang was
successful in their pursuits even while some were sitting in
jail.

 


When they entered a bank, all they
had to do was say their name, “Ashley” and everyone immediately
knew what was about to take place.

 


Several Mobley and Ashley family
members lived in the Gomez area and over the course of a few weeks
O. B. got to know the families very well through Rosie’s cousins.
He found these outlaws to be very hospitable, pleasant and
intelligent group of individuals. O. B. especially like, Hanford
Mobley, who was about 17 years old. They were very down to earth,
simple people, ‘Cracker Floridians’, hard working but with a
dangerous side, one you did not want to have angry at you, just
like the people he grew up with in Taylor County,
Florida.

 


So with his construction work,
civil organizations and new found friends, Oren settled into life
in Stuart. His long-distance romance with Rosie cooled because of
her living in Okeechobee. After the construction work on the C-44
lock ended, he went on to help build the Conners Highway around
Lake Okeechobee. The construction camp was now on the east side of
the Lake and after long hard hours of work in the swamps, he and
other fellows headed to Indiantown, Stuart or West Palm Beach to
relax.

 


One day while at a small store with
a filling station in Indiantown, he met Weta Lytles and very
shortly afterwards they married. Oren was so in love with Weta, he
had her name tattooed on his forearm. From this marriage they had a
daughter.

 


Over time, he became
increasingly interested in law enforcement, so much that he applied
and was accepted as a deputy for the Sheriff’s Department in Palm
Beach County. In the early 1920s, Stuart was still part of Palm
Beach County and the new county of Martin, with Stuart as its
county seat, would not be created until mid-1925. So much of O.
B.'s duties as deputy centered in the Stuart area, so he and Weta
immediately got a house in Stuart to live rather than living out in
Indiantown. 

 


O. B. was a most imposing
sight in his uniform, standing 6 feet 4 inches tall, weighing
about 190 pounds; he was strong and not
afraid of anything or anyone. He was even given the nickname “high
pockets” due to his height. He made an impression on men and the
ladies whenever he entered a room. Having only a minimal high
school education in Taylor County, he began his own self education
by reading and collecting all types of books. He wanted to know as
much as possible about science, nature, history and the world
around him.

 


Ownership of guns was important
also, especially being from the woods of Taylor County. Oren
collected various types of guns, revolvers and rifles. Several of
which he had his initials, “O.B.P.” professional placed on the
handles.

 


His new job as a deputy was
exciting to Oren. Each day there was always something unusual and
different, after all, this was the new ‘frontier of
Florida‘.

 


Being meticulous to duty so
impressed Palm Beach County Sheriff Bob Baker, that he encouraged
Oren to apply for the City Marshall position in Stuart that had
become available after C. Floyd Tyson resigned as Marshall on May
22, 1924.

 


Oren jumped at the opportunity,
applied and was appointed by the Stuart Council (Commissioners) on
May 29, 1924. He was sworn in as the new City Marshall of Stuart
(the title was later changed from City Marshall to Chief of Police)
on Sunday, June 1, 1924. At the age of 26, he was now possibly the
youngest Chief of Police in Florida.

 


One of his first duties was
locating a couple of police officers to serve with him. His first
choices were Newton Chase and Lewton Zeigler of Stuart. O. B.
always referred to the two men as the finest, bravest and most
honest men.

 


Other changes took place in his
life; including his divorce from Weta and marriage to Mary Savage.
Her family was involved in producing moonshine whiskey but Oren
took that almost as second nature since it was so prevalent
especially in his home county.

 


He now felt he had everything;
position, family, and respect. Part of this new job was keeping a
watchful eye on the dealings of the Ashley Gang.

 


One of the incidents involving the
Ashleys took place in Hobe Sound (south of Stuart) along a dock and
boathouse. There appeared very suspicious activity involving the
Ashley Gang preparing a boat to go to the Bahamas to smuggle in
illegal whiskey. Chief Padgett went down to the Hobe Sound area
(which is near Gomez), along with two of his police officers, Newt
Chase and Lawson Zeigler. The plan was to hide in the boathouse at
night to catch the gang when they arrived. Inspecting the boathouse
on their arrival showed that the Ashley boat was already
gone.

 


Knowing the boat had to travel the
river before reaching the inlet to the ocean, Padgett, along with
his men, immediately drove to the beach area and then walked the
length of the beach to the St. Lucie Inlet, thinking that they
could capture the boat as the gang came from the river to the
inlet. However, the walk to the inlet took longer than anticipated.
Once they arrived along the deep channel out to the ocean, they
remained until sunrise. It was extremely windy and the water was
rough with high waves, therefore the reason no boats came in or out
of the inlet that night. Chief Padgett had missed an opportunity to
nab the smugglers due to poor weather.

 


The next prospect presented
itself a few days later when Padgett learned through an informant
that the Ashley Gang were staying in the woods near the Ashley home
in Gomez. He enlisted the assistance of Palm Beach Sheriff Bob
Baker to ambush the gang when they approached the woods one
evening. As the various Stuart policemen and sheriff
deputies gathered at the woods, they were
busy concealing the autos and preparing their firepower. Just then
one of Padgett’s officers, Lawson Zeigler, accidentally shot
himself in his right knee. Chief Padgett quickly scooped Zeigler up
into his car and as quietly as possibly drove to Stuart to deliver
him to a doctor for treatment and then raced back to the ambush
area.

 


Back near the Ashley home, he
spotted John Ashley’s mother, Lugenia and found out from her that
the Ashleys had already come and gone. Nevertheless, Chief Padgett
proceeded into the woods when suddenly three rapid gunshots were
heard.

 


Mrs. Ashley said to Padgett, “Mr.
Padgett, they didn’t get the boys as they are safe and gone.”
Following the shots, the sheriff deputies and policemen came
rushing out of the woods. At the same moment, Padgett observed Mrs.
Ashley go about fifty yards into the woods, step on a log and let
out a blood-curling yell and wave a handkerchief. That is when John
Ashley and two companions were spotted very quickly hitting the
ground and crawling on their bellies away through the thick dense
palmetto bushes. The lawmen opened fire into the bushes but did not
hit one of the outlaws. No orders were given to pursue
them.

 


The Ashley Gang (ordered by
John while he was still in jail) made their second robbery of the
Stuart Bank on May 12,
1922 (first one on February 23, 1915 in a
different building). It was Hanford Mobley who dressed in women's
clothing as the gang surprised the tellers and made off with the
cash. It was the Palm Beach Sheriff Robert C. Baker and his posse
who chased the gang for some 265 miles. One of the posse's deputy
sheriff from Stuart, Morris R. Johns, was so exhausted from the
pursuit, he died days later from an acute indigestion
attack.

 


When not involved in the quest of
the Ashley Gang, Chief Padgett had to deal with all types of
criminals. His philosophy was to try to outsmart them and if
necessary use his own physical strength. He felt he really didn’t
need to violently beat up or shoot a man to capture him. Padgett
stated, “To be a good officer, a person must work hard; have nerves
of steel and plenty of guts, and I had all these.”

 


There were plenty of tough
guys he came up against, most more than willing to shoot a lawman.
He was fired at over 18 times, including
shots from by John Ashley. O. B. Padgett had always been a good
shot, classified as the most accurate in town and carried a Colt
.45 automatic most of the time. Still, Padgett never shot back at
any of those men, but he could have killed any one of them and had
the legal right to kill performing his duties as a peace officer.
He never wanted to be responsible for someone’s death and by his
own statement never did kill anyone.

 


He always felt that Stuart was “a
clean little city other than the bootleggers.” So he made it his
mission to see that the illegal liquor was not blatantly allowed in
public places. O. B. commented there was not even a problem with
prostitutes in the area. The two known ones he personally escorted
to the train and saw that they left town.

 


The final showdown with the Ashley
Gang involved not only Chief Padgett, Sheriff John Merritt of St.
Lucie County but five other deputies. It started with a tip had
been received from an informant. O. B. knew for years George
Meriot, a brother-in-law of John Ashley.

 


The early morning of November 1,
1924, while George was in Stuart loading his Ford touring car with
supplies from a store, he told O. B. that John and three of the
gang were leaving the area that night, driving up the coast to
Jacksonville, hiding out at John's sister, Daisy's house and then
heading west to California. There had been the suggestion over the
years that John Ashley’s girlfriend, Laura Upthegrove, was the
informant, giving her tip to Deputy Sheriff Elmer Padgett, who told
Sheriff Baker because she was upset at being left behind. O. B.
Padgett, claimed he was given that inside information by George
Meriot. (NOTE: Complete 1970s recollections by O. B. Padgett about
the Ashleys in her own written form are at the end of the
book.)

 


Chief Padgett after long soul
searching did contact Palm Beach Sheriff Bob Baker and let him know
of the information. Baker told Padgett he would send up immediately
Deputies Lem B. Thomas, Henry L. Stubbs and Elmer L. Padgett. The
four met in Stuart to develop a plan to capture the Ashley Gang.
One idea was stopping them at the north bridge over the St. Lucie
River in Stuart, but that wouldn't work, the gang was still in
familiar territory and would be on guard for anything
suspicious.

 


It was decided they needed to go to
Ft. Pierce and bring in Sheriff John R. Merritt. After meeting with
the St. Lucie Sheriff, it was suggested by Merritt that the best
location for a capture was the Sebastian Bridge over the Sebastian
Inlet. Merritt called in two additional men as his deputies, Ollie
E. Wiggins and Chief J. M. Smith, to join the group and they drove
in two cars north to the Sebastian Inlet. After reaching the bridge
a chain was strung across the south entrance with a red lantern
hung on the chain in the center, so any traffic had to
stop.

 


Sheriff Merritt and Lem B. Thomas,
drove across the bridge and hid their cars then walked back across
the bridge to the others. They hid ourselves in the high grass and
weeds along the road approaching the bridge.

 


O. B. stated it was a beautiful
night, with the moon shining on the water brightly. They could hear
the waves washing up on the shore along with the cranes and other
night birds singing and fish striking in the water.

 


Over the decades there have been
many versions of who and how the planning was done for this
showdown at Sebastian Bridge. The above information was O. B.'s
version. It does match with the following, Sheriff J. Merritt's
version given for the EAU-GALLIE RECORD newspaper in their
issue dated November 6, 1924 and NEW SMYRNA DAILY NEWS for
November 7, 1924.

 


Sheriff Merritt's
version:

"Saturday evening at 5
o'clock, Sheriff R.C. Baker's deputies, Chief Deputy Stubbs,
deputies Elmer Padgett and Lem Thomas, and City Marshall Padgett of
Stuart came to me in the Silver Palace Pharmacy and notified me
they had information to the effect that the Ashley gang was going
to pass through St. Lucie county by automobile that night. They
asked me to assist them in apprehending the outlaws. I said that I
would do so with the understanding that they work to my plans. This
they agreed to do and Deputy Wiggins, Chief of Police Smith and
myself with the other deputies, left Ft. Pierce for the Sebastian
River Bridge. We were equipped with a heavy chain and red lantern.
Upon our arrival at the bridge we took our automobiles into Brevard
County, across the river, left them there and came
back to the St. Lucie county side. We stretched
the chain across the bridge and hung up the red lantern, then
concealed ourselves in the mangrove tree alongside the
road.”

 


O. B. Padgett's version
continues:

The moment finally arrived around
10:30 p.m. when first a car with two youths from Sebastian were
stopped and then motioned quickly across the bridge. Then right
behind a Ford touring car drove up to about fifteen feet of the red
lantern and stopped. At that instant, six automatic shot guns were
aimed right at occupant’s heads. Deputy Lem B. Thomas came up on
the right side, took his flashlight and peered in, explaining,
“There’s John Ashley sitting there; look at his one eye, that’s
him!” Sheriff Merritt opened the front door of the auto and ordered
the first man, John C. Middleton, on the right side of the car to
get out. They all had their hands up in the air. After Middleton
was out, Thomas searched him thoroughly, found no weapon on him,
and then handcuffed him. Thomas reached into the car and pulled out
two pistols and a rifle and handed them to Chief
Padgett.

 


Next, in the back seat, John
Ashley was told to slide out of the car at which time Thomas
retrieved a .38 revolver out of a home-made deerskin holster John
was wearing. After he was out of the car, he was searched and
handcuffed then lined up in front of the car. The remaining two,
Hanford Mobley (driver of the car) and Ray Lynn, had the same
procedure done after getting out of the
car, searched and handcuffed, all the while as four deputies had
their guns trained on the outlaws’ every move. Ashley was
handcuffed separately while the other three were handcuffed
together with instructions for none of them to move a
muscle.

 


Sheriff Merritt took the chain down
and he and Thomas walked back across the bridge to get their
automobiles and drove back over to park in front of the bandits'
car. Merritt called to O. B. to bring over the confiscated weapons
to be placed in his car.

 


As Chief Padgett headed towards the
vehicle he heard Henry Stubbs suggest to Elmer Padgett; “Elmer, do
you want to kill John?” Elmer said, “Might as well and get it all
over with.”

 


In a calm manner to the immediate probability of being killed right there, John
Ashley requested something to drink and then permission to remove
his hat. As he reached up to take his hat off, apparently all four
deputies fired at the same time at the bandits; all four killed
with five loads of 12 gauge buckshot in each bandit as observed by
O. B. Padgett. Neither Sheriff Merritt, Lem B. Thomas or O. B.
Padgett fired a weapon. However, a majority of the Ashley Gang was
now history.

 


There was a coroner’s investigation
and a coroner’s jury about John Ashley and his three companions
being killed by the deputies. Chief Padgett was never able to
testify at the hearing because he had come down with acute
indigestion due to eating some spoiled hamburger meat. The final
ruling was justifiable homicide since the deputies’ statements all
affirmed that the gang had tried to escape.

 


Sheriff Merritt had promised O. B. the Winchester
rifle taken from the gang that November night, but as Padgett
stated, “I never did get it. I didn’t get any of the guns that were
taken that night and I don’t know what became of them.”
(NOTE: As written by Edwin Merritt, grandson of Sheriff Merritt,
the Winchester 25/35 rifle from the Ashley Gang taken that November
1, 1924 night has been in the possession of the Merritt family and
hangs in Edwin's real estate office at Midway
Road.)

Decades later, Chief Padgett always
wondered why he was never interviewed or questioned further about
that famous night when the Ashley Gang was finally put down. He
knew he had not fired at the four outlaws, so their deaths were not
on his conscience.

 


Over the next couple of years,
Chief Padgett concentrated on keeping organized crime from coming
into Stuart during Prohibition. He also had to keep bootleggers
from smuggling in and setting up shop to sell liquor in various
locations. True, there were plenty of moonshiners in the county,
but they generally made the whiskey for their own family. It was
the bootleggers who were out for the big money he needed to stop
first.

 


Besides the acres of mangroves and
palmetto bushes where the bootleggers hid their boxes of liquor,
Padgett also had to watch the St. Lucie Inlet for boats smuggling
in cargo and patrol the St. Lucie and Indian Rivers that bordered
Stuart. He had done so well, that the City of Stuart approved a
raise for Padgett in October 1925, from $125 to $165 a month in
salary, plus $20 a month to cover gasoline and oil for a
vehicle.

 


During 1925 and 1926, Stuart was
truly booming, not only in population but new construction of homes
and businesses, especially within the city limits. Padgett had his
hands full, not only with the bootleggers but with trying to keep
order in a vigorous, expanding town.

 


An example of some of his police
work is found in the monthly police reports to the city. The
following is the October 1926 report as published in the Stuart
Daily News in November 1926.

 


Monthly Police Report

The police report from Chief of
Police Padgett to the city manager shows that 26 arrests were made
during the month of October (1926) for charges ranging from
operation an automobile with one light to assault and battery. The
city collect $270 in fines and the cost of these cases was $55
which was paid by those arrested.

 


The complete report follows: Four
arrests for drunk and disturbing the peace; 4 arrests for illegal
possession and transportation of liquor; 8 arrests for fighting; 4
for disturbing the peace; 1 each for operating an automobile with
one light, speeding, drunk and disorderly, drunk and disturbing the
peace, two for petty larceny, and four for violation of parking
ordinances.



However, Police Chief Padgett’s
life was about to take a dramatic turn. In Stuart, like similar
towns and cities in Florida in the 1920s, the settlement of
disputes was many times still handled with a gun fight. Right in
the center of Stuart on September 20, 1926, a Monday afternoon,
Frank Coventry, a long-time resident was shot and killed in a
dispute with Jesse Quinn. Chief Padgett made the arrest in that
case.

 


Only 17 days later, on a Wednesday
evening, October 6th, a shot rang out blasting the night’s silence
in a residential neighborhood just before midnight. Charlie
Heisley, a local auto salesman and respected construction company
owner, was found near his garage door at the rear of his house at
434 S. Colorado St, lying on his left side. His wife, Gladys was
not home at the time.

 


A next door neighbor, F. E. Murphy,
hearing the sound rushed from his home and immediately found
Charlie in front of the garage door. There was blood everywhere; it
was evident he had been shot in the back at close range with
buckshot. It appeared he had been ambushed. The neighbor scooped
Charlie up and promptly took him to Dr. John Newnham’s nearby
residence on California Avenue. Newnham felt Charlie had only a
short time to live and had him moved back to Charlie’s house to die
there. He expired at 12:18 a.m. on Thursday, October 7th without
being able to say who shot him.

 


The news of the slaying spread
rapidly from house to house, neighbor to neighbor across the
community. Stuart Chief O.B. Padgett and Deputy Sheriff Bowie were
called to Heisley’s house to examine the crime scene. They found
footprints, about a size 10 shoe, along the side of Charlie’s
house, with coming and going prints.

 


Gladys Heisley arrived home later
and on learning of the tragic death of her husband, collapsed.
Charlie’s sister, Mrs. Henry Williams also arrived at his house to
be of assistance.

 


The police used bloodhounds for
tracking and they led the police to Charles F. Gray’s house (the
family home of Gladys Gray Heisley) which was only a few houses
away. Louie W. Gray, Gladys’ younger brother, was then arrested for
Charlie’s murder but shortly released pending further
investigation.

 


The coroner’s hearings proceeded
within a few days. But Heisley’s body was not released to the
family for burial for several days while the inquiry and the
questioning of a least a dozen witnesses continued. Charlie
Heisley’s funeral was finally held on Tuesday, October 12th with
the burial in Delray where his mother and other siblings
lived.



The police and sheriff’s offices
offered a reward; first for $1,000, then $2,200 and finally $2,300
for information about the murder. Stuart had been shaken by two
senseless murders less than three weeks apart. Citizens demanded
answers and worried for their safety. Chief Padgett, in a calm
manner, tried to reassure the public that the guilty individual
would be caught, just as Jesse Quinn was behind bars for the
Coventry murder. Padgett addressed the public in an article in the
Stuart Daily News of October 25, 1926, there is “nothing
alarming in conditions at Stuart ... crime is not rampant
here.”



However, there was no formal murder
charges lodged against anyone for the Heisley murder. There was
plenty of speculation, theories and even gossip of who was involved
in Charlie’s death and why he might have been killed.



The coroner’s questioning of
witnesses and examination of the gathered evidence dragged on for
weeks and then months with no definitive arrests. In November, a
month after Charlie’s murder, Chief Padgett had even greater
problems to deal with.

 


He was driving back to Stuart on a
Saturday night, November 6th from Delray at a rather high speed
when he shammed into a car driven by Evelyn Christopher. In the car
was Evelyn’s mother, Mary Christopher, who died of a broken neck
due to the accident.

 


Chief Padgett stated he was
traveling at a normal safe speed and Evelyn Christopher pulled in
front of him, crashing into the side of his car. Both cars rolled
over with O. B. and Evelyn Christopher uninjured but Mary E.
Christopher died from her injuries. Padgett did give his statement
at the local police station and was released to return home to
Stuart.



But within a few days the Palm
Beach Sheriff’s department felt they had enough evidence and
witnesses that Padgett was speeding and that he was the cause of
accident. With Padgett’s arrest on manslaughter charges, he was
forced to resign his position as Stuart’s Police Chief on Monday,
November 15th. He maintained his innocence about the car accident.
The city immediately named a new Chief of Police, H. J.
Pattison.

 


The following is his resignation as
published in the Stuart Daily News on November 15, 1926,
page three.

 


Submitted to City Manager Ralph E.
Mahr

 


Owing to circumstances and
occurrences that have come up over which I have no control, I feel
that it will be best for my personal interest and the good of the
department that I resign.

Therefore I wish hereby to hand you
my resignation and ask that you arrange to let it take effect not
later than December 1.

I feel that I have given my best to
the department since I have been its head in the last two years,
and it is with genuine regret that I take the above steps, wish to
assure you, however, that my successor will have my best wishes and
heartiest co-operation at all times in the future.

Yours very truly,

O. B. PADGETT

 


His statement to the
public:

I feel it my duty to my friends and
to the citizens of this city to say a word of explanation in
connection with my resignation as Chief of Police, which office I
have occupied for the last two years.

 


In tendering my resignation I did
so solely in the interest of the public in that I did not desire
any reflection to rest upon this city by reason of the publicity
attendant upon the unfortunate occurrence of the past week. I wish
to state most emphatically that the accident was occasioned by
circumstances entirely beyond my control and it is only to
safeguard my future and as stated above to protect the city that I
resign. I feel that I have served you faithfully and well and
relinquish my office satisfied that I have at all times served to
the best of my ability.

 


I assure you that I will assist my
successor in every possible way to the end that there will be no
let up in the efficiency of your police department.

Thanking you all for your splendid
co-operation during my tenure of office I beg to remain,

Yours very truly,

O. B. PADGETT

 


A special letter of recommendation
was written by the City Mayor John E. Taylor for O. B.
Padgett:

 


City of Stuart, Martin
County

November 26, 1926

 


To Whom It May Concern:

 


The bearer of this letter Mr. O. B.
Padgett whose signature

appears below has been the Chief of
Police for our city for

the past three years. A short time
ago he resigned this position

and I desire to state that he has
made us during his term of

office here an excellent officer. I
have found him to be

honest and conscientious and feel
that any trust placed in

his hands will be properly cared
for.

 


Yours, very truly,

 


(Signed) J. E. Taylor,
Mayor

 


JET: LH



The Martin County Sheriff’s department had been doing
ongoing raids on the illegal rum running activities around Stuart
and new evidence started to come to light about former Police Chief
Padgett’s involvement in December of 1926. By the
18th of that month Padgett now had the charge of
trafficking in liquor to answer to the courts. Finding that he
needed to support himself and wife, he may have needed to turn to
his old Taylor County family tradition of supplying
liquor.



By the new year of 1927, the grand
jury felt it had enough information on the murder of Charlie
Heisley to have the police make several arrests. Three principal
characters were charged on January 11th with the murder. First
arrested was the widow, Gladys Heisley, then her brother, Louie
Gray and third was former Chief O. B. Padgett. Gladys and her
brother were kept in the West Palm Beach jail and Padgett in the
Okeechobee jail, all without any bail set.

 


The town of Stuart was rocked to
its core with three of its major citizens up on murder charges.
Many individuals in the community felt they knew that this murder
might be coming for a long time, that Charlie’s death was not from
some dark mysterious stranger in their midst but rather a neighbor
or even a family member.



With additional questioning of
Gladys and Louie while in jail it was decided they would be
released and charges dropped on them by Wednesday, February 2,
1927. Padgett had been moved from the Okeechobee jail to the
Titusville jail. By Saturday, March 19, 1927, a $10,000 bond was
finally set for Padgett who now had been transferred to the West
Palm Beach jail. Yet, his family without income was unable to post
bail for him and he remained in jail.



O. B. felt as if his world had come
crashing down on him within a matter of weeks. He had gone from a
highly respected young police chief to a man sitting in jail in the
Palm Beach County charged with a murder. A habeas corpus was filed
and granted on July 11, 1927 but he still could not bail out, even
with the bond reduced to $7,000. His trial was postponed because of
an appendicitis operation that Gladys Heisley needed. The reset
trial date was January 23, 1928.



Several family members did visit O.
B. during those months in jail One, his younger brother, Elza “E.
P.” Padgett, came from Taylor County to help provide encouragement
to his brother. During his stay, he got to know several of the
deputy sheriffs and one day in August 1927 he had the opportunity
to drive with Deputy Sheriff Brownlee over to Lake
Okeechobee.



They had been called to a
disturbance at the Upthegrove's Gas & Service station at Sand
Cut run by the mother of Laura Upthegrove, former girlfriend of
John Ashley. Brownlee and Padgett came in with Laura arguing with a
customer over the price and change for some illegal liquor. In a
rage she grabbed a gun but her mother managed to get it away from
her. Almost within the next breath, Laura reached for a nearby
bottle of Lysol disinfectant and immediately drank all of it. With
the instant consequence it had on Laura, she began to collapse. E.
P. managed to grab her prior to her hitting the floor. Before he
could get her to a bed, Laura died in his arms.

 


Also during those months, Padgett’s
attorneys; Thompson & Baines of West Palm Beach and Brobston
& Crary of Stuart worked at interviewing the witnesses and
reviewing the evidence. When Padgett’s trial began in January, it
lasted from the 23rd to the 27th. The trial judge was Elwyn
Thomas.



The trial began with State Attorney
Angus Sumners having called Mr. T. Reinhart, who lived near Heisley
when he heard the gun shot that Wednesday evening, to the stand.
Reinhart stated he looked out his window and saw a Ford car leaving
the area at high speed. He remarked Charlie Heisley was moaning but
never spoke a word.



Another witness for the State was
Mr. T. G. Green, who viewed a Buick car driven by Chief Padgett
come down Dixie Highway at a high speed, turn into a filling
station, turn around quickly and go back into town. This was
confirmed by Fred Ulmer who was at the filling station at the
time.



It was learned during the trial
that George Steinhauser was across from the Heisley house, heard
the shot and ran over to the house. He may have left the footprints
found along the side of the house. Mr. Boleslaw Minschke, a local
merchant, was on the murder scene a short time after the murder. He
spotted a large torn place on Padgett’s trousers, possibly torn by
a wire fence. The State Attorney's theory was that Padgett left the
Ford, fired a gun at Heisley, climbed the wire fence at the rear of
Heisley’s property and entered the Buick car to leave.



Additional witnesses stated Padgett
had made threats against Heisley. Charles Heisley’s sister and
Curtis Wilcox (a policeman under Padgett) spoke of threats made by
Padgett to Charlie. Wilcox also remarked Padgett had offered $500
to have Charlie killed. The main witness was Charlie’s wife, Gladys
Heisley. She stated Padgett had even threatened Gladys after the
murder because of her “knowing too much”. Evidence of a telegram
sent by Padgett from the Okeechobee jail to Gladys in the West Palm
Beach jail declared “Keep mouth shut” and “Tell them to go to
hell”.



O. B. Padgett’s defense team
claimed the killer was Louie Gray, Gladys’ brother. He was
protecting his sister because Charlie had beaten her up on numerous
occasions. Also Louie had been fired from the Heisley Construction
Company, so there were ill feelings present. Newton Chase, a Stuart
police officer, confirmed that Louie Gray had made threats to
Charlie after bring fired. Even Gladys’ father, C. F. Gray had made
threats against Charlie because of the way he treated Gray‘s
daughter, Gladys.



Also presented were witnessed who
stated there were several people leaving the shooting scene that
night, all running in various directions. However, no faces could
be identified.



The defense stated Padgett’s alibi
was that he was home in bed. Padgett’s wife, Mary and
brother-in-law, R. C. Savage (who was staying with the Padgetts)
testified Padgett was indeed home in bed and did not go to the
murder scene until he got a phone call. O. B. Padgett did take the
stand in his own defense, asserting that he held no ill feelings
towards Charlie Heisley, that those differences had already been
settled with the help of City Mayor John E. Taylor.



With both sides resting their
cases, the jury started their deliberation about 10 p.m. on January
27th. The jury foreman was John Coventry, owner of Coventry Hotel,
and father of Frank Coventry who had been killed by Jesse Quinn
just seven weeks before Charlie Heisley. By the next morning at
9:10 a.m., a verdict was reached. Former Police Chief Padgett was
found guilty of 1st degree murder; however, the jury requested
mercy for Padgett. He was found guilty based on circumstantial
evidence and testimony of individuals concerning threats made by
Padgett. Earlier charges in connection with the auto accident death
of Mary Christopher and the bootlegging took a back seat or were
dismissed.

On February 9, 1928, his sentence
of life in prison was announced. By February 18th, his attorneys
were heard by the courts on a request for a new trial, but it was
denied. After being transferred from the West Palm Beach jail by
March 31st, his new home became Point Washington State Road Prison
Camp #1 in Walton County, then later he was moved to Ponce De Leon
State Prison in Holmes County, Florida.

 


O. B. Padgett’s life had made a 180
degree turn over the last 16 months, from Police Chief to state
prisoner. He steadily denied that he was guilty of the crime, of
which he could never intentionally kill anyone and he had
repeatedly proved that during his time as a lawman.



Padgett knew he couldn’t locate the
real killer of Heisley in prison but he could work to earn a
pardon. He wrote countless letters to friends, associates, and
community leaders requesting their support of a pardon for
him.

 


From Mr. Archibald Brownlee, a
former deputy sheriff of Martin County, who helped with the Heisley
murder investigation, he wrote in 1931 to the State Pardons Board
that Padgett “cooperated with us in every way possible in
investigating the crime. Chief Padgett guarded the surroundings of
the crime until Sheriff Babcock and myself got the sheriff’s
bloodhounds.” He went on to write that with the dogs the officers
followed the trail which led them to the house of Heisley’s
in-laws, the Gray family. The man tracked by the dogs was then
arrested. Brownlee continued in his letter, “for some reason best
unknown to me this man has never been tried or even sworn in this
case, but about four or five months later, a new sheriff came in
office and Chief Padgett was arrested, tried on circumstantial
evidence and found guilty.” He concluded with, “Gentlemen, I can’t
ever believe this man was guilty of the crime that he is now
serving time for.” (NOTE: Retyped copies
of these letters are near the end of the book.)



In Padgett’s letters it was
emphasized the suspicion he held that he had political enemies, as
Padgett wrote, “... who seek only to harm a man’s reputation
through methods behind one’s back.” He knew he had such enemies;
individuals that Padgett refused to co-operate with or allow to run
outside the law just to make some illegal money.



While serving time, he was a model
prisoner and worked his way to office clerk in the prison. He so
earned the respect of the prison administration that letters of
support for his pardon were also sent by the prison head, Capt.
Anglin Coursey, the prison physician, assistant captain, road
superintendent, road foreman and all the guards at the prison camp.
An additional supporter for Padgett’s pardon might have been State
Representative, Claude Pepper, who lived and practiced law during
the mid-1920s in Taylor County, Padgett’s home county. Pepper had a
reputation of helping the ‘underdog’.



Finally, the Florida State Pardon
Board on Tuesday, March 20, 1934, granted a conditional pardon to
O. B. Padgett. His release came on April 1, 1934. He made a promise
to remain in Taylor County and never return to Stuart. A full and
complete pardon was granted Tuesday, March 19, 1935 by Florida
Governor David Sholtz, with Padgett’s full rights of citizenship
restored.

 


With Oren’s newly secured freedom,
he did return to his home county of Taylor, however, additional
life changes were coming. His wife, Mary Savage Padgett, no longer
wanted to be married to O. B., so soon after his release their
divorce was finalized in 1934. Before long he fell in love with a
hometown girl, Jewell Howell, whose family had a long history in
Taylor County. They married in August 1934 and a son, James, was
born to the couple in 1936.

 


O. B. Padgett spent the remainder
of the 1930s working construction, sometimes operating equipment at
a sawmill, along with cabinetmaking and then some farming. He
worked long and hard hours to provide for his family during those
lean years of America’s Great Depression and to prove to his
supporters that given his freedom he could be a useful member of
his community.



During the war years of the 1940s,
his skills were needed with steel and iron construction which had
him working in factories in Oklahoma and Indiana. Later, when he
could no longer manually work at heavy construction, Oren sold
logging and heavy equipment.



By the late 1940s and into the
early 1950s, O. B. had more than a few run-ins with the law again
but this time due to his family’s traditional hobby of making
moonshine in Taylor County. It may have been illegal to make but
was a favorite beverage gift to judges, businessmen, legislators
and law officers alike.

 


His personal life again was rocky
and in 1952, he and third wife, Jewell were divorced. Nonetheless,
he always loved a woman by his side, so he married Annie Cabler in
the mid-1950s. Yet, Oren always remained a good father to his
children. He emphasized education and continued with his practice
of accumulating a variety of books. He encouraged his children to
read. Spending personal, one-on-one time with his children was very
imperative to him. He made sure he took his son out hunting and
fishing but always stressed over the years to do everything by the
book, nothing illegal.

 


Even into the 1960s, an occasional
State Agent would have to arrest O. B. again when caught with his
moonshine still, but that was just part of the traditional
lifestyle practiced for decades in the north part of Florida. He
was friendly with most of the agents and they all knew each other
on a first name basis.

 


With various versions of life on the Treasure Coast during
the 1920s and especially the adventures of the Ashley Gang, he felt
it was time in the mid-1970s to write his view of what he
personally witnessed so many decades ago. As O. B. wrote;
“So, all I
can do is just tell it like it was as it happened and of my experience in the case;
the way I came to know the Ashleys and the Mobleys and by whom I
came to know them, both before and after I became Chief of Police
in Stuart.”



His writings were shared with family members but never
published. The surviving pages of the memoirs have been gathered and reviewed along
with additional research to provide some insight into this man,
Oren Benton “O. B.” Padgett.



This native son had seen and lived the worst and the best
of times of Florida during most of the 20th century. He tried to give every person he met a
fair deal and never used retribution, even when he held a position
of power, to get revenge.



Former Chief of Police Oren B.
Padgett held to his dying breath on October 21, 1980 that he had
never killed anyone, at anytime, even if he did have the legal
right as a lawman.

 


SPECIAL NOTES

 


Research was done using the STUART MESSENGER & STUART DAILY NEWS Newspapers on microfilm at Martin
County Library) for 1924 through 1935.

 


Copies of personal papers
(including Padgett's pardon) from the Padgett family (donated by O.
B. Padgett's son, James Padgett, nephew, Bob Padgett along with
assistance from Dennis A. Padgett) were provided to the author.
Several papers included typed notes by O. B. Padgett about events
in his life, written between 1976 and 1978 were among those copies.
A photo copy of the Stuart Chief of Police badge, owned by James
Padgett, was provided, along with other photos.

 


Padgett's Colt Army Special .38 Revolver, is on display at
the Elliott Museum. The revolver was property of the Stuart Mayor
John E. Taylor family for decades. After John's death in 1972, his
wife, Josephine, donated the revolver to the Elliott Museum in
Martin County. It was thought of at that time, it was one of the
weapons used to fire onto the Ashley Gang on November 1, 1924 at
Sebastian Bridge. The initials, “O.B.P.” are on both sides of the
handle of the revolver. But as O. B. maintained, he
never fired
on the Ashley Gang
on the first of November 1924 at the Sebastian Bridge. In addition,
the gang's fatal wounds were from 12 gauge buckshot, not a bullet
from a .38 revolver.

 


The following are the surviving
memoirs of Oren B. Padgett, written between 1976 and 1978 and
retyped in 2008 but just as O. B. had originally written them. In a
few incidences where a section is unclear; additional comments,
words or notes were placed in parentheses by the author.

 


PERSONAL RECOLLECTIONS
OF

OREN BENTON “O. B.”
PADGETT

 


This will be a true story of the
John Ashley Outlaw Gang, which operated in South Florida for more
than ten years - robbing banks and killing people and they made a
game of outsmarting the law at all times. I have read many, many
stories about them in newspapers, three Detective Magazine stories
but none has ever told the true story of the final night that they
were killed. All the stories that I have read seemed to give credit
to officers and others - rather than where the credit was due.
After reading a newspaper story in 1976, I decided it was time for
the truth. I know the truth for I was there. It was I who had the
information as to what their movements would be on that Saturday
night of November 1, 1924. I am O. B. Padgett, former Chief of
Police of Stuart, Florida and deputy sheriff of Palm Beach County.
I was a member of the group of officers who captured and killed the
Ashley Outlaws. For the benefit of people who have never read about
this gang of murderers and bank robbers in South Florida, I have
quoted from some other sources, bringing this story up to date from
the time that I became Chief of Police until they were
captured.

 


I was born in Taylor County,
Florida just a few miles from Perry on a farm. I was raised in a
Christian family of eight boys and two girls. Of course, we all had
to work hard on the farm to survive. In the year of 1917, I worked
in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida where I was a member of the Home Guard,
which trained men to go into the regular Army. On the day the war
ended (November 11, 1918) I was on my way to the regular Army. When
we arrived in Jacksonville, we were informed that the war had
ended. We were kept around the depot in Jacksonville for about two
days and then were told that we were free to go on our way as we
were needed no more at this time. I went home to Perry, where I
spent the rest of the winter and early Spring. Then I traveled to
Okeechobee City, Florida, County seat of Okeechobee County, working
with Mauldin-Snyder Construction Company, paving streets and
highways. I was one of the first people to ever pave any streets in
Okeechobee City. When we went there in 1919, the streets were dirt
and the only highway out was to Ft. Pierce and it was oyster shell.
I worked there for about a year. In the meantime I met and got to
know a lot of people there; among them the sheriff and other
officers. At church one night, I met a young lady whose name was
Rosie. We became friends and sweethearts and went together as long
as I was in Okeechobee. When that job was nearing an end, I went
out to seek employment elsewhere.

 


Over in Stuart, Florida, on the
East coast, I found a job with the Southland Steamship Company
which was building lock and dam # 2 on the St. Lucie Canal, about
eight miles west of Stuart. The company had build a construction
camp there, including bunk houses, commissary and a mess hall. I
worked there for more than two years and during my time working
there, I met and got to know many people in Stuart. I joined the
Lodges there, having joined the Masons, The Odd Fellows and the
KKK. I advanced in the Masons to a 32 degree Scottish Rite. I also
attended church there. While working in Stuart, Rosie and I were
unable to see each other regularly but we wrote to each other about
every week. In one of her letters, she advised me that she had
relatives living near Stuart (Gomez) and that she intended to visit
with them, and when she got over to Stuart, she wanted to see me
again.

 


So, one day after that, I received
a letter telling me that she was in Stuart visiting her cousins.
She told me how and where to go out to see her. On a Saturday
morning, I went out to where she was staying at the home of Mr. and
Mrs. Wesley Mobley, brother-in-law and sister (Mary Ann) to John
Ashley, who was the leader of the Ashley Outlaws. I found the
Mobleys to be very nice people, real clever and very hospitable. I
got to know most all of the Mobleys and the Ashleys. I knew young
Hanford Mobley and I knew John Ashley’s sisters, mother, and father
and two of his brothers, Ed and Frank. They came to a tragic end.
While they were, supposedly, hauling a load of liquor from the west
end of the Bahamas Islands, they were attacked and drowned. I knew
Ed’s wife very well. Peggy was a fine young lady. They were the
parents of a little daughter. I did them many favors after the
husband and father was drowned. I visited with the Ashleys very
often but never did spend a night at their home. I did eat with
them several times. They were good cooks and very, very friendly
people who always welcomed you when you were a guest in their home.
Rosie stayed over there quite awhile. She later got a job in Port
Salerno and continued to stay there, so we saw each other quite
frequently for some time.

 


I had never heard too much about
the Ashleys, but I’d heard that they were bank robbers and that is
about all. Rosie never told me very much about them. In fact, she
told me very little about them. Once when I went to see her, there
was a man who walked out the back door and went on out through the
woods. She asked me if I knew who that was and I told her “no”. She
then told me that it was her cousin, John Ashley. I didn’t see his
face as I just wasn’t interested in him at that time as I was not
an officer of the law at that time, so we dropped the subject. When
this job was coming to an end at the lock and dam construction site
near Stuart, I went on to another construction job - building the
Conners Highway around Lake Okeechobee. The company had set up a
construction camp at the mouth of the St. Lucie Canal on the east
side of Lake Okeechobee and the only way to get there was by boat
when I first went over there. I helped build the rock crushing
plant and helped the highway construction get started. I was over
there about five or six months. There was, for sometime, no way of
getting out of there except by boat to Okeechobee City but Palm
beach County finally put a little ferry barge in operation that
would ferry us across the canal to the north side. There we could
take very rough, muddy country roads out via Indian Town and go to
Stuart or West Palm Beach.

 


In stopping in Indian Town at the only little store and
combination filling station, I met another young lady. This young
lady (Weta
Lytles) and
I were later married. It wasn’t very long after we were married on
one weekend, while going to Stuart I dropped her off at her
mother’s house in Indian Town and went on to the Lodge meeting in
Stuart. After the meeting that night, a friend of mine who was a
lodge member, informed me that there was going to be a change in
the Chief of Police in Stuart. He asked me to make application and
told me that he would like to see me have the job. He said that he
knew that I didn’t drink or swear or smoke or anything like that
and that he thought I’d be just the man to handle the prohibition
bootleg situation that was in the town. So we talked it over quite
a little bit and I decided that I would make application. He was a
Passenger Depot Agent for the Florida East Coast Railroad. We went
to his office, and there in long hand, I wrote a brief application
for the position of Chief of Police of Stuart. This friend took it
and said that he would give it to the Mayor. He informed me that
they would be interested in it. It wasn’t very long after that that
I received a letter from him, asking me to be in Stuart the
following Thursday night by 8:00 p.m. So, my wife and I got ready
and pulled out for Stuart. I went in to visit with this friend for
awhile and finally the time came for the City Commission meeting. We went on
to the City Commission Hall where the meeting was taking place. I
was introduced by my friend to some of the members that I didn’t
already know. Mayor Stanley Kitchen, (NOTE: spelling ‘Kitching‘ -
Mayor 1920 - 1922 and 1924 - 1925), who was Mayor of Stuart at that
time, read my application to the City Commissioners. A member of
the Commission, John Taylor, made a motion that they appoint me
Chief of Police. The motion was seconded by Commissioner Stewart
and the motion carried so I was appointed Chief of Police and
immediately sworn in. My duty was to begin on the following
Saturday morning. I hustled back out to Port Mayaca to the
construction camp and got our things ready and got moved back to
Stuart. We got a house, got settle in and I took over the duties of
Chief of Police on a Saturday morning in December
1923.

 


(NOTE: O. B. was Deputy Sheriff
Officer for Palm Beach County (Stuart area) 1922 to May 1924, then
appointed City Marshall / Chief of Police for Stuart on June 1,
1924, sources being Stuart Daily Newspaper articles of 1924 -
1926.)

 


I had not heard too much of the
Ashley Gang as I have said before, but boy, I began to hear talk
about them when I became Chief of Police. People told me how bad
they were; about how they had robbed a bank there a couple of
times. They told me that John Ashley was a bad, bad boy, and that I
was subject to come in contact with him at any time. I wasn’t
afraid of the Ashleys as I knew them so well and his people seemed
to be such fine people until I couldn’t picture John, or any of
them, being bad boys. Of course, I was an officer of the law, honor
bound to protect the law, and that is what I intended to do. The
first order of business was to find some good, honest, straight men
with plenty of nerve, to help enforce the laws. I think that I was
very lucky in selecting some of the finest fellows that I ever
knew. My most trusted and finest policemen were Newton Chase and
Lawson Zeigler. I never met a finer, braver more honest man than
Newt Chase. He was my first choice and he was the first one I’d
always to go and call on when I needed help. The trouble was
finding sober people. Since I didn’t drink, I couldn’t tolerate
drinking. I did make the mistake of hiring, at least, a couple of
men that drink but they didn’t last long on my force. I kicked them
out as soon as possible. I imported one policeman, from out of the
county there, who turned out to be an alcoholic. It was with great
regret that I had to send him out of town. I caught him drunk, so I
took him and his belongings and put them in a baggage car of a
passenger train and sent him on his way. The city of Stuart was a
clean little city other than the bootleggers. I think it was one of
the cleanest cities in the state. During all my time there, I only
had a problem with two known prostitutes. Those two, I also
escorted to the train with a ticket and sent them out of town. But
bootlegging was a big problem.

 


Children were then, and continues
to be, one of my special concerns and I figure it was because I was
raised in a large Christian family of eight boys and two girls. For
the hungry children, I always gave food. Many times I took children
to my home and fed them, keeping them there until their families
(could care for them).

 


I was not a college graduate but I
had even started a process of self education by collecting a small
library. I did much studying in my spare time. When I was appointed
Chief of Police of Stuart, I found that there were many characters
in the area that were not exactly Sunday school teachers. Perhaps
nothing was more enlightening than in dealing with the prohibition
issue. No law enforcement officer could escape the problems in this
fantastic wet-dry condition. The city of Stuart was surrounded on
three sides with mile wide, beautiful St. Lucie River. The St.
Lucie Inlet to the Atlantic Ocean was just a short distance
southeast of Stuart. The dense underbrush of mangoes, scrub oaks
and palmetto on both sides of the river were ideally adapted to
bootlegging. The scrubs and hammocks were alive with moonshine
stills, but I didn’t have much time to track down moonshiners so I
only caught three. I was too busy trying to keep the bootleggers
from selling the stuff in the Post Office. I was true to my word
and I did not let the bootleggers set up and run wild. I never let
organized crime get a foot hold in Stuart. As an officer, I worked
very closely with the U. S. Immigration and Custom officers. We
caught many aliens and seized several boats.

 


While working in Stuart, before I
was Chief of Police, I got to know lots of laborers and other
people, both local and foreign. One of these men later became
brother-in-law to John Ashley. I worked with the man and knew him
quite well. We were good friends so we got along well together. He
never did leave Stuart, even when that job was finished. He stayed
with the Ashleys and married Lola Ashley, John Ashley’s blind
sister. He was of foreign descent, probably Italian or I thought he
was Italian because he spoke with an Italian accent. His name was
George Mariot (NOTE: full name - Carlo Franchesca Mario). I hadn’t
seen George in about a year until I came back to Stuart as Chief of
Police. Then I began to see him, talk to him and pass the time of
day with him.

 


Finally, he began to give me
information about the Ashley Outlaw Gang. From time to time, he
would tell me about their activities. After I became Chief of
Police, I still visited with the Ashleys. I went to see Mrs.
Ashley, John’s mother, several times. I also went to see Mrs.
Mobley and her family several times. They were always nice people
and I wanted them to know that I was Chief of Police and Deputy
Sheriff in that County. I also wanted them to know that I was going
to enforce the law fairly. I didn’t ask any questions about John or
any of the outlaws or any questions concerning the family affairs.
I just visited with them as friends. This brother-in-law told me
several times that a few times when I went to see Mrs. Ashley, John
Ashley was in the house. He told me that anytime that I drove up to
the house and Mrs. Ashley came out in the yard to meet me before I
could even get out and go into the house, it was then that John
Ashley was there - inside of his mother’s house. Of course, I
didn’t spend too much time looking for John Ashley. We only went
into the woods a couple of times, trying to locate him. However,
the Ashley Gang always outsmarted me. Now, I don’t believe that
John Ashley would have hurt me and I wasn’t afraid of him. I do
think that if he was ever cornered and realized that he was going
to be captured, then he would probably shoot his way out. All the
information that I ever had of him, supported this belief. We made
several efforts to catch the man and had him pretty well cornered
two or three times. I was satisfied as long as he stayed out of the
city of Stuart, and he didn’t interfere with me nor violate the
laws of the city of Stuart. I had too much to do to try to track
down someone that the law had failed to get hold of for ten
years.

 


During my times as Chief of Police,
tho’, I did arrest many men who were supposed to be bad, several of
them. I collected several rewards by these arrests. One man in
particular, I recall, was a fugitive from South Carolina. He was
wanted for shooting a Revenue Officer at a moonshine still in South
Carolina. I had information and a bulletin on him when I saw him
one day in a garage. I walked up to him, shook hands with him and
told him that he was under arrest, telling him where he was from
and what the charges were. I informed him that if he wanted to be
treated like a man to act like one.

I wasn’t afraid of people those and
I believed that I could arrest anybody. I was 6 feet four inches
tall; weighed 185 - 190 pounds; was very active and strong and had
always been used to hard work. I figured I could take anybody with
my own manpower, without beating or shooting them up. I only hit
one as long as I was Chief of Police and I only handcuffed one man.
He was Walter Tracy (note: also spelled Tracey), Joe Tracy’s
half-brother. I came up against many tough drunks; many tough
people. Many times I went home with my shirt all torn off so had to
change clothes but I managed to capture, overpower and arrest
anybody that I ever approached to arrest. I was shot at 18 times
during my police career in the city of Stuart. Those 18 shots were
fired by 6 different men. John Ashley shot 6 times. One time there
were four men who shot at me a total of 12 times. I didn’t shoot at
any of them but I could have killed any of them and had a right - a
legal right - to kill them. However, I didn’t want to kill anybody
and I never did have to kill a man. To this day, I still have never
killed anybody. To me, that is a great sin.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/6959
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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