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ABOUT THE WEST 
For early Kansas 
farmers, such as 
this family from 
Kirwin, Kansas, a 
horse was trans­
portation and an 
essential means 
of livelihood. 
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Frontier Protective and 
Social Network: The Anti-Horse 
Thief Association in Kansas C i n d y Higgins 

A s U.S. settlers migrated westward, they left 
behind statutory laws and the peace officers 
able to enforce them. Until communities 

organized, settlers protected their own lives and posses­
sions and often did so by banding together to spon­
taneously halt wrongdoing. Often justified by the cir­
cumstances, their vigilante justice reflected the lack 
of a legal system rather than the legal system's fail­
ure to convict wrongdoers. Practiced by moderate 
citizens orderly in their application of force, vigilan-
tism discouraged crime. Its dark side was the "lynch 
mob," an excitable group intent on quick, drastic pun­
ishment. Vigilantism reached a zenith during the 
latter part of the 19th century in the Great Plains and 
Western states where isolated settlers were vulnerable 
prey' 

Kansas had its share of self-deputized, secret groups 

mostly united to oust horse thieves. In 1882, these like-
minded groups combined forces under the umbrella of 
the Anti-Horse Thief Association (AHTA). So popular 
was this protective network that it spread quickly 
through Missouri following the Civil War, and then to 
other states (Iowa, Ohio, Illinois, Arkansas, New Mexi­
co, Montana, Texas, Colorado, Wyoming, Nebraska, and 
Oklahoma). However, no state joined the bandwagon 
more than Kansas, the power base and voice of the 
AHTA. 

Spanning the close of the 19th century and the open­
ing of the 20th, this organization's mission was protec­
tion — but exactly "'from whatT was the changing ques­
tion as the AHTA outlived its original purpose of theft 
protection and evolved through two distinct stages, pro­
gressive reform and zealous patriotism, before its slow 
demise.^ 
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Midwest Frontier Phenomenon 
Arises in Response to Repeated Thefts 

The frontier watchdog AHTA had its roots in the 
northeast region of Missouri. David McKee, advancing 
peace-keeping strategies he learned while mining gold 
in California, proposed to fellow Clark County farmers 
in 1854 that they work together as detectives to bring 
thieves — particularly horse thieves — to legal trial.' 
McKee's neighbors welcomed the concept of an extra­
legal society that aided law officers and did not violate 
one law to uphold another. They disdained hooded 
night-riders who at best used summary actions on sus­
pected criminals, and at worst were outlaws themselves.^ 

Knowing they had to take action to stop the infesta­
tion of roving scoundrels in their area, the farmers 
joined up with McKee. Translated into practice, 
McKee's plan proved ineffective, yet showed promise. 
The Great Western Horse Insurance and Detective 
Company, which offered Indiana and Illinois customers 
insurance against theft with its own detective force, 
trumpeted the inadequacies of mutual protective groups 
in self-promotion: 

Small organizations, such as Vigilance Companies 
and small State Companies, cannot successfully 
protect owners in their property, nor suppress 
horse stealing, as nine times out of ten they fail to 
return to the owner the animal stolen or capture the 
thief.̂  

Pursuit activities officially halted when McKee 
entered the Home Guard at the onset of the Civil 
War. Upon his disability discharge and at the urging 
of his neighbors, he quickly 
resurrected and fine-tuned 
the former protection soci­
ety structure. Guided by the 
motto "Protect the innocent 
and bring thieves and law 
breakers to justice," McKee 
and his followers estab­
lished the national Grand 
Order of the Anti-Horse 
Thief Association on October 
23, 1863. Eight Missouri 
subordinate orders joined 
within a few months. They 
reported to their state (Mis­
souri) association, which 
itself looked to the Grand 
Order that kept the "black 
book" containing names and 
residences of suspicious 
characters and known crimi­
nals, expelled AHTA mem­
bers, and rejected member 
candidates. 

An example of information in these reports can be 
found in the Oklahoma Black List that held each subor­
der's rogue report of "suspicious" men. After noting 

B L A C K L IST 

I Q O l . 
This "Black List" of Oklahoma ne'er-do-wells circulated among 
AHTA groups to identify known and possible criminals. 
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Several states had Anti-Horse Thief Association lodges, but Kansas became the power base and 
voice of the AHTA, In part because of the boosterism of W. W. Graves in St. Paul, Kansas. 
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A Anti-Horse 
Thief Association 
festivities often 
included family 
members. In 1926, 
these "Antis" 
gathered in Wichita, 
Kansas. 

Kansas Collection, 
University of Kansas 
Libraries, Lawrence 

< Massachusetts 
Street, the main 
street of Lawrence, 
Kansas, was the 
site of this Central 
Protective 
Association parade, 
Octobers, 1905. 

Robert Green 
Collection, Watkins 

Community Museum of 
History, Lawrence, KS 

name, age, height, weight, complexion, eye and hair 
color, and residence (i.e., "R. J. Jones, age 55 or 60, 
height 5 ft 9 in., dark complexion, black hair, getting 
gray. Occupation, sitting around saloons and spinning 
yams, has failed twice in business in the last two 
years"), the listing included offenses, such as 

Horsetrader and all around crook, strictly against 
A.H.T.A., noted for pure cussedness of all kinds, 
skipped his bills, general harborer of thieves, sus­
pected of stealing harnesses and saddles, sent up 
for 1 year and 1 day for stealing hog. 

Or: 

Clarence Hedge, about 5 ft 10 in., light complex­
ion, horse trader and farmer, supposed to belong to 
a gang of horse thieves which operates from some­
where east of Guthrie west to the Glass Moun­
tains.̂  

To access these lists, a man or woman (if she owned 
property) had to join the AHTA. Members were required 
to be 18 or older, pay the $.50 initiation fee ($1 in later 
times), contribute annual dues ($.50 to $3), and be ready 
to pursue suspected thieves. When a horse turned up 
missing, a posse of at least two members rode two days. 

for $1 a day, all expenses paid, while fellow lodge mem­
bers tended the riders' farmsteads. 

Once members caught up with the thieves, either the 
owner of the stolen property, the AHTA deputy sheriff, 
or a law official made an arrest with a state's warrant. 
The typical AHTA reward for a captured horse thief was 
$100, half that for theft of household items. If the asso­
ciation did not recover the horse, it paid two-thirds of the 
animal's value. If the alleged theft proved to be only 
strayed livestock, the owner paid partial recovery costs. 

Early Kansas farmers took the AHTA to heart be­
cause a horse was transportation and a means of liveli­
hood. Survival depended on a horse, and its theft was not 
taken lightly. The first territorial statutes in 1855 spelled 
out the crime's magnitude: seven years of hard labor for 
stealing a horse, mare, gelding, colt, filly, mule, or ass.̂  
Harsh penalties did not thwart theft. Kansas Governor 
Thomas Carney issued a statement in 1863 that rob­
beries prevailed, and that stealing of horses and other 
stock was common in nearly all parts of the state. 
Carney blamed this proliferation on the difficulty of 
locating the thieves, sparsely settled communities, and 
robber gangs.' 

Thieves, many of them from bordering states, preyed 
on Kansas's isolated and boundary communiUes, such 
as Johnson County, where farmers along Indian Creek 
estimated that thieves stole 60 horses, besides many 
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head of cattle, one summer in the 
1860s. Similar thefts occurred 
throughout the county and were 
attributed to an organized thieving 
operation extending from Kansas City 
to Omaha that finally broke up by 
1870.' 

James David Drees, in his Kansas 
History article on Kansas Army posts, 
claimed that individual thieves and 
organized bands also vexed Army 
posts (Fort Wallace, Fort Hays, Fort 
Lamed, Fort Dodge, and Fort Harker) 
in the 1860s and 1870s. Thievery 
halted when the Army took advantage 
of increasing telegraph lines, roads, 
and railroads to more effectively track 
stolen property. By 1874, horse 
thieves who had formerly concen­
trated on Army posts turned their 
attention to farmers and ranchers in 
remote areas such as the upper region 
of southern Kansas and the present 
state of Oklahoma. 

Several AHTA groups sprung up to 
stop thieves from operafing along the 
Arkansas River between Wichita and 
Winfield. Cattle-industry areas near 
Fort Dodge, Abilene, and the Flint 
Hills had more than their share of 
thievery, but perhaps none so much as 
Butler County, a hotbed of rustling 
and summary law enforcement. Sev­
eral news accounts of the time 
claimed that thieves made Butler 
County their rendezvous point and 
trafficked there for years.'' 

During the early days of Kansas 
statehood, a horse thief captured by 
vigilantes, and everybody else as well, 
knew the punishment would be great, 
possibly death. One editor wrote that 
19th-century Westerners had 

a degree of respect for the rob­
bery of a stage coach or for the 
man who dealt cold decks in a 
poker game or for the drunk 
who shot up the saloon. But for 
the horse thief he had only scorn 
and a hemp rope.'' 

Kansas has been difficult to oxr^ 
Scout3 have been sent out as umb 
menders and peddlers who go Into baxj 
and while mending an umbrella make^ 
drawing of the bank interior. -vr^V**' 

•'The southern gang had about forQ 
specifications,, when some of the mem« 
bers were captured,." said Mr. DoUer. 
"It was also learned that sheriffs- have 
been aiding and -abetting these robber* 
SipaU st$r^s^i9nftj:he Aqrde^^^ 

WAILATTKEHEA 
Parsons Man Again Frtsident 

of A. U . T . A. 

Twim .met^afadft€i '̂ U& âgSTrom 
SFelght trairm: • ; r^^^^^-' ' 

'M have found the A. K . JL s greal 
ipr^good^^r Vo» bankervrare undet 
obligajiott' t a . the organization. I 

4«aa«ippea i to the bankers and.many^ 
of thcra are joinings The work, has beea4 
Extended from catching horse thieves toi 
lhat of al l kinds of criminals^ and the' 
iwclety has done'its' part to relieve the 
otrtrages of these highwaymen. In be­
half of the 1.I00- banks in the state o f 
Kansas I wish thank the A. H. T. A. 
for the splendid interest you have taken 
In our work." 

Arkansas. T:::ity. was chosen as the meet­
ing place fpr next year. There were four, 
other ciUes cont«5tin«r for the honor. I n -
dependence^ Newton, Qsawatomie and Ft . 
3oott, Independence was the closest com-
^tltdr. • .̂ , 

President Wall read his annual report, 
^ t the meeting oC the otrganizatlon last 
S l ^ h t -The repor^ showed ihat 89 new 
societies were organized within the state 
during last year, there wer^ reorganized^ 

r^dTteinstatedT 48 fodges during the same 
lierlod.' There are. now 638 sub-orders In 
' K a n s i ^ - with a membership of 22,000. The • 
membership increase this year exceeded 
^ t of last year by 1.500. 

l E S ' A U X I L I A R Y O F 
/ ^ ^ ; H : tr. A . H E R E A L S O -

I . A ladi^' auxiliary of the A. H . T. A. 
will soon, be organized In Topeka. A pre- ^ 
Umlnary meeting was held by the state 
offioess. with a number of ladies of To­
peka wha are eligible to membership last 
"nlgJit In the Commercial club rooms. No 
definite action was taken,' but the state 
officers .explained the plan of co-opera­
tion between ihe auxiliary and the Antl-( • 
Horse Thief association. | 

Mrs. Belle Dyer, of Sedan president of! 
the state auxiliary, outlined the purposes', 
of the organization. She said: 

"Our aim at first'was social entertain-, 
ment and mental improvement. It now} 
includes aid for the sick and needy, edu-^ 
cation, assisting members In distress and, 
the promotion of benevolence in general.. 
I f the ladles' auxiliary numbered one-
tenth of the A. H . T. A. Imagine what â  
lk)wer we would be. We hope at the end* 
of,October, 1912. to number 5.000. We 
purpose to live dur motto: "Encourage 
th^ right, discourage the wrong." 

Contest Lively VMth M. H. Cal-
beck of Peabody. 

4 X A F T E R N O O N P A R A D E 

Passes Down Kansas Avenue 
Headed by Band. 

Convention Next Tear at Ar­
kansas City. 

Pres ident—J. W. Wall , Parsons. 
Vice Pres ident—H. F . Harbaugh, 

Wellington. 
Secretary-treasurer—G. J . McCarty, 

Coffeyville. 

These men were chosen this morn­
ing to head the K a n s a s division of the 
Ant i -Horse In the ensuing year. The 
rtext meeting place will be Arkansas 
City. 

J o h n W . W a l l . Re-elected President 
K a n s a s Division of the Anti-Horse 
Tl i ie f .Association. 

' The contest for the presidency was 
hotly fought. M. H . Calbeck of Pea-
body was also in the field, and Mr 
W a l l eventually won out by a major­
ity of but 51 votes. 

T h i s is Wal l ' s third tenm of offire 

The earliest Kansas newspapers 
typically dismissed a hanging with a 
one-sentence mention. Punishment was matter of fact, a 
given, a sign of unruly times needing closure. News­
papers in the 1870s and 1880s deplored "necktie par-

John W. Wall, Parsons, Kansas, presided over the Kansas Division of the Anti-Horse Thief 
Association for several terms during the height of the organization's popularity. This engrav­
ing appeared in The Topeka Journal, October 20, 1911. 

ties" and "jerking to Jesus," yet, in the next sen 
condoned summary justice as a necessity. After the 
tury turn, hangings took on headline status as pu 
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acceptance changed to repugnance once Kansas had 
passed through its frontier stage. Not until 1903, how­
ever, did Kansas legislators enact legislation addressing 
mob hangings, quasi-legal until that time, especially if 
certain conditions were met {e.g., five or more persons 
involved.)'^ 

As the AHTA gained steam (and horse thievery 
declined), its advocates churned out public relations 
statements declaring the organization to be a detective, 
protective, and patriotic organization, not an old-time, 
vigilante committee intent on enforcing its own version 
of the law. That policy line attracted members as soon as 
the Kansas AHTA grand lodge organized in 1881 and 
incorporated similar groups that voted to abandon their 
individual group names, including the Wild Cat Horse 
Guards (Nemaha County); Tornado Vigilance Com­
mittee (Ridgeway); Eureka Detective Association (Jack­
son County); Protective Society of Vergas Valley; 
Citizen's Protective Association (Tecumseh); Virgil 
Anti-Horse Thief Company (Greenwood County); and 
Wabaunsee County Detective Police (Alma). By 1885, 
the number of subscribers mushroomed to 184, with a 
total of 4,973 members. 

One holdout was the Central Protective Association 
(CPA), virtually the same as the AHTA, that had formed 
around the same time (1871) and in the same place 
(Clark County, Missouri). The CPA also grew quickly 
(184 lodges by 1885), primarily in communities along 
the north-to-south border between Missouri and Kansas, 
particularly in the north, mostly in Missouri. After sev­
eral AHTA. overtures to merge, the CPA allied with the 
AHTA. Members filed reports with the AHTA head­
quarters and publications. Lodges shared the same 
bylaws, supplies, practices, and philosophies, and reim­
bursed each other for recovery costs. Some units held 
dual memberships to the two, often-confused, organiza­
tions.'^ 

Heyday of Association Benefits from Addition of 
Social Activities and Progressivism's Reform Drive 

As the 19th century closed, Kansas farmers also 
joined farm associations, including the Farmers' 
AUiance (a political voice on land, transportation, and 
finance issues), the Mutual Protective Association 
(which helped farmers facing foreclosure), and the 
Order of Patrons of Husbandry (the Grange). Never­
theless, AHTA membership continued to increase in 
Kansas. Just shy of 5,000 members in 1885, that number 
doubled by 1900. At a time when only a handful of 
horses were stolen in Kansas — membership, instead of 
waning, tripled to 35,738 in 1910. Over half of those 
members were Kansans, while the rest were divided 
among seven states.'^ 

The popular draw of the AHTA, with its sense of con­
trol and security, would hold its appeal even as the fron­
tier organized and the reason for the association's exis­
tence — horse theft — diminished. As the transition 

progressed, the AHTA left behind its cloak of secrecy to 
become an aboveboard fraternal organization whose 
members usually included a town's most respected 
members. Congressmen, bankers, and industry notables 
wore their AHTA ribbons with pride. 

This connection with monied classes is not surpris­
ing; property owners formed into associations for pro-
tecfion against those who had little or no holdings. 
Those failing to meet AHTA eligibility requirements 
were "drunkards, debt-dodgers, and loose mouthed 
people," said John Wall, Parsons, AHTA Kansas presi­
dent. Charles Sessions, ex-secretary of Kansas noted: 

Reminds me of the time the Topeka or Shawnee 
County A.H.T.A. was organized several years ago. 
There was a large and enthusiastic membership at 
the organization meeting. Here was Governor 
Stubbs, Joe Dolley [Kansas bank commissioner], 
Arthur Capper, Fred Jackson, myself, John Daw­
son, every state and county official, I believe, and 
a number of bankers.... I don't believe there were 
three out of the several score charter members who 
ever owned a horse. 

Social festivities, an added part of the AHTA mem­
bership package, added to the association's appeal. The 
Pleasant Valley AHTA held an annual fish fry where 
members pan-fried catfish and carp from the Blue River 
for a big crowd who ate at long tables on the east side of 
the schoolhouse meeting place. 

Picnics and fish fries proved popular, but it was the 
oyster suppers at the year's end that marked the AHTA 
lodges' main social event of the year, where members 
sang the organization's anthem "Home Sweet Home" at 
dinner closing. Preceding dinner, members flocked to 
local hunts for rabbits (they sometimes shot hundreds), 
not horse thieves. Those who shot the most cottontails 
had their dinner served by the "losers" in this AHTA 
social staple. Not only did AHTA members stalk crimi­
nals and rabbits, they hunted livestock predators, name­
ly wolves and coyotes. Using shotguns, lodge members 
and others in Douglas, Leavenworth, and Johnson coun­
ties each January flushed out wolves and coyotes using 
a human square that advanced inward. Afterward, the 
hunters had a festive celebration lunch. 

Taking advantage of the membership burst, W. W. 
Graves, St. Paul, Kansas, began printing the A.H.T.A. 
Weekly News, the organizafion's official paper, in Feb­
ruary 1902. The boastful paper furnished detailed de­
scriptions of severe court sentences, stolen or stray prop­
erty, suspected thieves, and elaboration of the AHTA 
purpose. With most news items detailing social gather­
ings or lodge reports of thief inactivity ("There has been 
nothing stole from us since Heck was a pup"). Graves 
managed to fill eight to twelve pages each issue.'" 

AHTA's ardent cheerleader, in each edition of the 
News Graves urged readers to add new members, and 
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they did. HustUng potential members, a constant, insis­
tent theme, was in Graves's financial self-interest as the 
News made itself the official source for AHTA supplies. 
Members could buy certificates, stationery, "resolutions 
of respect for deceased members," record books of all 
types. Graves' Manual (meeting procedures and asso­
ciation regulations). Celluloid lapel buttons, and water­
proof signs saying "Keep Out, protected by A.H.T.A." 
For every $3 worth of supplies. Graves threw in a free 
subscription to the official newspaper. 

Intertwined with membership growth spurred on by 
Graves was the expanded AHTA mission of humanitar­
ian reform. It echoed other Kansas do-good, go-getters 
caught up in the moral reforms of the Progressive era 
that flourished before World War I. For example, the 
AHTA ladies auxiliary that formed in 1909 at Sedan, 
Kansas, in its mission to better homes, advocated for 
more religious teaching; procuring homes for the unfor­
tunate; protecting young girls from white-slave traffic; 
teaching boys to avoid drugs and liquor; helping for­
eigners become good American citizens; aiding the sick 
and needy; and eliminating all crime.-' 

That an auxiliary sprang from the AHTA indicates the 
association's channeling of energy from possession pro­
tection to safeguarding its members' values and vision 
of America. Wrote Philip Jordan, frontier law enforce­
ment historian, "Anti-horse thief associations dwindled 
away from lack of lynch business, became purely social 
conclaves, or, like McKee's organization, sought, as a 
catharsis, to purge society of its evils."- The AHTA did 
its moral boosterism with the support of Kansas politi­
cians. Welcoming the 1911 AHTA meeting delegates, 
Kansas Governor Walter Stubbs said: 

Keep to the purpose for which you were organized, 
and no doubt the organization will grow until it 
takes in the majority of best citizens. It will grow 
until the thieves, murderers, and all criminals will 
shy around Kansas. This organization should be so 
big and powerful that the criminal will be afraid to 
come into the state. My faith in the society is 
shown by the fact that I have appointed a member 
of the A.H.T.A., Joe Jazen, of Crawford County, 
on the state prison board of directors.^' 

Fighting off rustiers of all varieties (AHTA members 
passed the "old blue hen" laws in Kansas and Missouri 
making chicken-stealing a penitentiary offense) shared 
equal billing with betterment campaigns, such as the 
annual "Good Government Day" (second Sunday in 
November) when members held public programs show­
ing the value of good citizenship and encouraged minis­
ters to preach a related sermon that day. At national con­
ventions, AHTA leaders voiced opposition to divorce, 
hemp-pickers, parole for habitual criminals, petting par­
ties, and movie-picture reels glamorizing crime get­
aways. They pledged to protect the families of soldiers. 

promote spiritual and moral instruction in schools, and 
advocate for attorney respect of court witnesses. 

Besides promoting moral campaigns, AHTA mem­
bers, in 1915, extended protection to automobiles. That 
same year Kansas merchants joined together to create 
the Anti-Burglar Association after robbers had terror­
ized small-town merchants for 18 months.̂ '' The AHTA 
could not provide the same safeguarding effectiveness of 
former years for theft of automobiles, however, because 
thieves sped away before pursuing committees could 
organize. 

Redirection made sense, but it did not ignite the spark 
of fervor as had the original AHTA purpose. At that 
time, automobiles were luxury items, not household 
necessities. Nevertheless, AHTA participation hit an 
all-time high in 1919 with 50,000 members, again dom­
inated by Kansas. AHTA popularity in Kansas, in part, 
may be attributed to W. W. Graves's public relations 
efforts and to the number of Kansas officers in the 
national organization — Kansans held the national 
presidency for 24 years in its first 43 years of represen­
tation.̂ *̂  

In 1917, over 60 counties in Kansas had active 
A.H.T.A. suborders, with the southeast quadrant of the 
state containing the most members and lodges, particu­
larly in the counties surrounding Wichita and in 
Cherokee, Labette, and Crawford. Some towns support­
ed several lodges, such as Lane-3, Columbus-5, 
Coffeyville-6, Independence-7, McCune-8, and Galena-
4, which met at local schoolhouses. The membership 
size of the individual lodges also indicated their popu­
larity in the community: Coffeyville-571, Chanute-561, 
Parsons-428, Pittsburg-390, Peabody-318, Newton-
201, Kingman-193, Arkansas City-175, and New 
Cambria-163. Other lodges that numbered more than 
100 members included Ottawa, Independence, Paola, 
Cherryvale, Lacygne, Caldwell, and Oxford. The 
AHTA was virtually nonexistent in Kansas's western 
counties, with the exception of Brewster in Thomas 
County and Satanta (two lodges) in Haskell County In 
comparison, Nebraska had only one lodge that year, 
Colorado six.-^ 

Competition and Redirection 
Cause Membership to Drop 

As World War I approached, AHTA national con­
ventions concentrated more on patriotism than crime 
prevention. J. T. Botkin, retiring AHTA president, urged 
the convention audience to be careful in their relation­
ships with the huge influx of foreign-bom citizens "who 
may still be loyal to the land of their birth." These 
nativist impulses would be further fanned by the "red 
scare" highlighted by the Sacco-Vanzetti trial in the 
1920s.̂ ^ 

Social eugenics drew attention in 1920. President 
John Laplam, who may have been echoing his own per­
sonal view, addressed convention delegates with: 
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As farmers' lifestyles 
changed in the 20th century, 
the Anti-Horse Thief 
Association (far left) dropped 
reference to horses in its 
name and logotype at its 
national convention in 1926 
and became known as the 
Anti-Thief Association (left). 

. . . the marriage of imbeciles, the insane, the 
epileptic, the habitual criminal, and their resulting 
offspring constitute a direct menace to our country. 
These classes should be sterilized, so as to prevent 
them from procreating their kind. This would not 
only save the future generations billions of money, 
but would save many of our wives and daughters 
from being assaulted and raped by these classes 
now abroad in our land.̂ ^ ^ 

As the 1920s unfolded, AHTA membership plum­
meted. Hugh Gresham, biographer of AHTA founder 
McKee, linked the association's membership drop with 
World War I enlistment and the economic depressions of 
1921 and 1929, even though the Anti-Horse Thief 
Association had changed its name to the more inclusive 
Anti-Thief Association in 1926. 

Kansas president John Kretchet, Scaimnon, Kansas 
— who in 1924 had taken on the mission of rebuild­
ing the national organization after boosting his own 
suborder local membership from 37 to 365 by in­
creasing social activities, establishing auxiliaries, and 
personally assisting in numerous arrests — blamed 
decreasing national membership on the lack of an ag­
gressive state campaign, possible officer non­
performance, and competing automobile protective 
associations.-̂  

Other competing protective 
organizations included the Kan­
sas Farmer Protective Service 
(1927), the Anti-Burglars Asso­
ciation, and the State Bankers 
Association — which had urged 
all its members to join the 
A.H.TA. in 1910 and then set 
up its own vigilance committees 
in 1925 after a rash of bank rob­
beries. Fraternal organizations, 
such as the Free Masons, with 
448 lodges and 83,401 state 
members, in 1929 also lured 
AHTA members. Other compet­
ing fraternal societies in 1929 
were Rotary Clubs in 56 cities, 
Lions Clubs in 61 cities, and 

y smaller organizations in-
ding Kiwanis.''^ 
With an eye toward AHTA 

oral campaigns in preceding 

years, Gresham's statement about membership loss is 
not surprising: 

Perhaps the Klan dealt the A.H.T.A. the hardest 
blow it ever received from an outside opposition. 
Thousands of Antis became Klansmen and in 
many communities, Anti orders ceased to function 
because the members became Klansmen and when 
non-Klansmen were elected to offices, more left 
for the Klan.^' 

The connection with the Ku Klux Klan makes sense 
when looking at the history of Klan and other extra-legal 
groups that victimized minorities. Begun in 1866 at 
Pulaski, Tennessee, as a social group for war veterans, 
the Klan quickly became a secret society that terrorized 
Negroes and carpetbaggers for sake of oppression. Also 
preying on blacks in the South following the Civil War 
were disgruntled "Regulators" and the masked "White 
Caps," who organized during the late 1890s to ride in 
raids against the subjects of their condemnation. Else­
where in the 1890s, "Regulators" organized against 
minorities in San Francisco, and the American Protec­
tive Association targeted emigrants and Catholics 
nationwide. 

Each of these groups rallied against those they found 
threatening. In the Klan's case, when Southern whites 
regained control of their governments, the Klan waned 
because it no longer served its purpose. Then, in 1915, 
the Klan resurfaced with a fury and enlarged its mission 
to subjugate Jews, Roman Catholics, political radicals, 
foreigners, and organized labor. Savvy membership 
recruiters canvassed the country urging all to join the 
Protestant-only, Anglo-Saxon organization dedicated to 

Taken at a 1923 demonstration in Topeka, Kansas, this photo illustrates the presence of the Ku 
Klux Klan in Kansas. During the 1920s, KKK "klaverns" in Kansas had four times the Anti-Horse 
Thief Association state membership before the state ousted the Klan in a Kansas Supreme Court 
decision. As part of its mission, the klaverns were to oppose mob violence and provide law enforce­
ment officers with information that would solve crimes. 

Kansas Collection, University of Kansas Libraries, Lawrence 
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"old-fashioned morality and patriotism." Cleverly writ­
ten brochures made it seem un-American not to belong, 
causing many Kansans to become part of the Invisible 
Empire. 

Interestingly, the national Ku Klux Klan targeted 
southeastern and south-central Kansas, long an AHTA 
stronghold. Reminiscent of the AHTA, the Klan pro­
moted its tenet "to prevent the causes of mob violence 
and lynching," and made it known that its members sup­
plied law enforcement officers with crime-solving infor­
mation. In Kansas, klaverns had four times the AHTA 
state membership in the Klan's short-lived heyday 
(1922-1924) before the state ousted the Klan in its 
Supreme Court decision. After the 1920s, the Klan dra­
matically dropped in national membership to the point 
of extinction when members focused their energies else­
where during the Great Depression.'' 

Twilight Years Ensue As the 
Organization Outlives Its Usefulness 

AHTA membership withered throughout the 1930s. 
Kansan politician Alf Landon and others lauded the 
organization, but praises did little to revive it.'"̂  The orga­
nization's weekly newspaper suspended publication in 
1932 because of subscriber loss. In his 1936 presenta­
tion to the Kansas State Historical Society, W. R. Hon-
nell said the protection society was dedicated more to 
memory than anything else: 

On New Year's Day, I received an invitation from 
the old Kennetuk [now a northeast Kansas ''ghost 
town "] Anti-Horse Thief Association to speak at a 
celebration of the 75th anniversary of the Pony 
Express. This association has degenerated from its 
formal noble purpose of holding necktie parties 
into an old settlers' reunion.'' 

When 1937 rolled in, the organization counted a 
membership foothold in five states. Kansas spread 1,434 
members among 48 lodges.''' At the 1939 state meeting, 
leaders urged legislators to endorse capital punishment 
for kidnapping for ransom; compulsory liability insur­
ance laws for drivers of all motor vehicles; and a legal 
requirement for people to give testimony in obtaining 
convictions. Talk of social welfare advocacy was absent, 
unlike at the meetings held during the second and third 
decades of the 20th century. And as each year passed, 
the number of suborders dwindled. In 1944, Neosho 
County, which at one time had 25 suborders and was the 
site of eight state and national conventions, consolidated 
its suborders into two: one at north Big Creek Township, 
the other by Thayer.'' 

During the 1940s, remnants of the A.H.T.A. con­
sisted primarily of senior citizens. When members died, 
the Pittsburg Headlight reported their positions re­
mained vacant. A September 13, 1949, the Kansas City 
Times reported that the organization still was repre­
sented in six states with the strongest membership in 
Kansas, Missouri, Oklahoma, and Illinois. In 1961, the 
Kansas City Times noted that a Brookfield, Missouri, 
president led the national organization; and the last time 
the AHTA was "called out" happened in the drought 
years when rustlers butchered cattle in pastures. The 
next year the same paper wrote that the organization s 
role now consisted of posting rewards.'^ 

At the 1969 national meeting, 150 delegates met at 
Caldwell, Kansas. In a way, the words of the oldest con­
tinuous member, Gusta Wolff, Renfrow, Oklahoma, who 
joined in 1913, summarized the AHTA story: 

Some of us boys saw a man stealing pelts nailed 
to [a] bam. We reported it to my dad, who had 
joined the organization in 1898. That night, the 

In Douglas County, Kansas, members of the Central Protective Association (CPA), which later merged with the Anti-Horse Thief Association, 
gathered in Durr's Grove by the Wakarusa River in Eudora, Kansas, for a summer picnic and parade, an event that still is held today. This 
photo shows picnic revelers around 1898. Eudora Area Historical Society, Eudora, KS 
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investigating committee slipped up and caught 
the man and turned him over for prosecution. 
That's how I happened to join. . . . We don't have 
many members any more, but there is more need 
for it now than ever before. We watch for any­
thing un-American now because we're trying to 
keep our country from being stolen from with-
in.'^ 

The AHTA today may be found in some social orga­
nizations that sprang from long-ago chapters. And, the 
longest-running celebration of this once thriving organi­
zation in Kansas may be the CPA picnic, which takes 
place the third weekend of each July in Eudora, Kansas. 
Held since the close of the 19th century, even though the 
local lodge folded in 1929, the picnic now is the setting 
for carnival rides, golf tournaments, church dinners, and 
parades, with not a single link to the event's original 
mission.'"̂  

Conclusion 
Vigilantism, as old as human society, often bridges 

the gap between lawlessness and orderly communities. 
According to legal historian Richard Maxwell Brown, 
the vigilantism of the mid- and late 19th century 
stemmed from the belief of popular sovereignty, which 
maintains that people, not society, can choose when and 
where not to obey the law. In his 1969 accounting of cit­
izen involvement in law enforcement. Brown counted 
more than 300 vigilante movements in America. The 
groups, Brown contended, fall into frontier protection 
against outlaws or mobilization against immigrants and 
others perceived as threats to the status quo.̂ ' 

Akin to vigilantism, the AHTA supplemented, not 
circumvented, the law and presented a practical solution 
to principle-driven settlers who used its human surveil­
lance network as protection on the Kansas frontier. 
However, the organization proved useful for only a few 
decades. Faced with the necessity of redefinition for sur­
vival, the AHTA expanded its purpose aided by the pas­
sionate promotion of W. W. Graves. The AHTA flame 
then rose higher than ever, only to soon smolder as the 
Progressive spirit ebbed. In its attempt to cast itself also 
as a social fraternity and morals safeguard, the strug­
gling organization suffered identity confusion. When it 
returned to its protective roots, the AHTA found compe­
tition from other organizations, which added to its 
redundancy. 

Self-defense groups continue to form and disband to 
this day. If there is an heir to the A.H.T.A., perhaps it is 
Crime Stoppers International, a volunteer conmiunity 
crime-solving society, represented today in 17 Kansas 
communities alone and more than a thousand groups 
worldwide. Begun in 1976, this organization posts re­
wards, runs tips hotlines, and works with schools to 
reduce youth violence. To date. Crime Stoppers claims 
10 have aided in more than 427,222 arrests, paid over 

$61 million in rewards, 
and recovered $1.3 billion 
of property through its 
partnership with the 
media, law enforcement, 
and community. The need 
to protect one's own per­
sonal property is not the 
membership draw in this 
organization as it was in 
the AHTA, but the stand 
against crime and the pro­
tection of community still 
remain strong motivations 
for membership, as they 
had in the past."̂ ' 

Crimestoppers International is a 
modern-day form of a mutual 
pro\ec\\ve soc\etv. W has 17 
chapters in the state of Kansas, 
according to the organization's 
web site at http://www.c-s-
i.org/. 
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Horse Theft 
Did the "Antis," as they often called themselves, 

ever hang horse thieves? Maybe. Genevieve Yost's 
1933 account of Kansas lynchings reports docu­
mented hangings in Kansas for horse theft between 
1856-1870 in these counties: Douglas-7, Franklin-4, 
Anderson-1, Coffee-1, Leavenworth-1, Atchison-1, 
Osage-1, Bourbon-3, Morris-2, Lyon-1, Riley-3, 
Wabaunsee-2, Doniphan-4, Miami-4, Jefferson-5, 
Greenwood-5, Nemaha-2, Allen-2, Wilson-1, John-
son-5, Cherokee-5, Ellsworth-2, Geary-2, Wyan­
dotte-1, Sedgewick-2, and Butler-8. Yost's last 
recorded decade for horse-thief hanging was 1870 
to 1880, a time when murder and rape replaced 
horse thievery as hanging justification. Considering 
that hangings were often done in secret, these num­
bers probably reflect only a portion of lynching 
deaths.' 

Vigilante groups made no secret of the fact that 
they were eager to permanently snuff out thieves 
during this raucous era. The E l Dorado Walnut 
Valley Times declared that horse-thief infestation 
would soon end, because the "798 Vigilantes 
promised to kill four horse thieves a month (eight 
already killed), until all were gone."- Threats and the 
knowledge of active vigilantes helped check crime. 
In one tale, "Pickles" Wright, an all-purpose thief, 
who got his nickname after he took a two-quart jar 
of pickles during a theft and ate them as he rode, 
committed one theft too many. At trial in Fort Scott, 
Pickles pled guilty, knowing that would result in a 
penitentiary sentence. He did so, he said, to avoid 
the justice of the Osage Vigilance Committee (which 
called itself an anti-horse thief society although it 
was not officially part of the AHTA) from Mapleton, 
headed by "old Billy Baker and a rope."^ 

While AHTA written policy forbade executions, 
local reports do concede that a few captured thieves 
never got the chance to plead their case before offi­
cial law authorities.^ Wrote the Topeka Capital: 

Many a morning the rising sun would shine 
upon the Hfeless form of a horse thief sus­
pended from the staunch limb of a tree. No one 
would know how he got there, except that it 
was whispered in the countryside gossip that 
the A.H.T.A. had been out that night.-

Question marks also hover around Woodbine 
AHTA lodge members, in Reverend J. A. McClel-
lan's account of relative Joseph McClellan: 

This association had two rules of action when 
it went after horse thieves. First, if the associa­
tion found the horses in the possession of a 

d Hanging 
man who was using them in the field, then 
he was questioned pretty closely as to how 
he secured the horses and what he intended 
to do about it. But if the stolen horses and 
the thieves were found in hiding, or overtaken 
on the trail, no quarter was asked and none 
was given. 

One night in the fall of 1873 a member of the 
A.H.T.A. knocked on the door of Joe McClel­
lan's home and reported a gang of thieves had 
stolen a neighbor's horses about three hours 
before. Joe, according to Mrs. J. B. Shields of 
Lost Springs, said, "I will be ready in twenty 
minutes." He ate a meager meal, took a small 
supply of food with him, and, after saddling 
his old faithful saddle-horse. Porter, and mak­
ing sure of his Colt's revolvers, he was off. He 
was gone for about ten days. When asked if he 
found the horses, he said, "Yes, but we just left 
the men." 

This raid did a good deal toward breaking up 
horse stealing in that section of the county. 
McClellan and two other men trailed the 
thieves down into Marion County. They dis­
covered the camp in the bend of a creek 
southeast of the present town of Marion not 
far from the present site of Florence. The 
details of the fight of course were never re­
ported, but Joe McClellan and his compan­
ions brought back the horses. All they ever said 
to anyone was that those fellows would proba­
bly never steal any more horses. The settlers, 
who understood the code of the day, were 
thankful to be relieved from the marauding of 
that bunch of thieves and never asked for 
details.' 

Another inkling that the first AHTA members did 
not always act aboveboard links to the organization 
policy of secrecy-shrouded, candle-lit meetings and 
veiled membership. C. E . Cory, Fort Scott, Kansas, 
in 1899 wrote: 

The society was, as near as I can make it out — 
I never belonged to it — a cross between a 
Know Nothing Lodge and New Orleans Mafia. 
It had no officers so far as the public learned, 
nor members either, for that matter. 

Cory went on to tell of silhouettes dangling in the 
morning "apparently meditating on things he took or 
done."^ 
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