TWO AMERICAS - LUMINARIES - LEGEND

The First Deputy

Bass Reeves West of the Mississippi

Prepared for the Two Americas Archive
September 13, 2026
Contribution Track - ERA IV - Crawford County, Arkansas

Two Americas — Luminaries - Legend — Bass Reeves | Page 1 of 4



Who He Is

Bass Reeves was born enslaved in July 1838 in Crawford County, Arkansas; his enslaving family relocated
to Texas around 1846, bringing him along as a boy. Denied literacy education despite reportedly asking
to be taught to read the Bible, he remained illiterate his entire life — a fact that makes his later career
all the more striking, since he worked as a federal lawman by memorizing warrants read aloud to him.
During the Civil War he escaped bondage, by most accounts after a violent altercation with the
enslaver's son, and fled into Indian Territory, where he lived among the Creek, Seminole, and Cherokee
nations for the war's duration, learning tribal languages and the terrain that would define his later
career.

Judge Parker's Court

In March 1875, federal judge Isaac Parker took the bench in Fort Smith, Arkansas, with jurisdiction over
Indian Territory, and recruited Reeves as a deputy U.S. marshal — widely credited as the first Black
deputy U.S. marshal west of the Mississippi River. His tribal-language fluency and knowledge of the
territory made him effective where white officers were often unwelcome. He served roughly thirty-two
years, the only deputy from Parker's court to serve continuously from its start through Oklahoma
statehood in 1907, covering more than 75,000 square miles.

"Never shot a man when it was not necessary for him to do so in the discharge of his duty to
save his own life." — attributed to Bass Reeves

Disguise and a Widely Repeated Number

Reeves was known for undercover tactics, disguising himself as a cowboy, outlaw, or vagrant to get close
enough to fugitives to arrest them — in one documented episode infiltrating a hideout dressed as a
homeless tramp with the heels removed from his shoes. He is credited with killing approximately
fourteen men in the line of duty, and reportedly arrested his own son on a murder charge. A figure of
over three thousand arrests over his career is widely repeated but traces mainly to a single 1901
newspaper article rather than independently verified federal records — this entry presents it as an oft-
cited claim, not a confirmed statistic. After Oklahoma statehood ended his federal commission under
Jim Crow-era pressure to remove Black officers, he served two years as a Muskogee police officer before
retiring due to illness. He died January 12, 1910.

The Lone Ranger Claim

A popular theory holds that Reeves inspired the Lone Ranger character. It originates with biographer Art
T. Burton's 2006 book, published more than seventy years after the character's 1933 radio debut and
nearly a century after Reeves's career — a claim built on circumstantial parallels rather than direct
evidence. As History.com states plainly, "there is no concrete evidence that the real legend inspired the
creation" of the character; a full book (Martin Grams Jr., 2018) exists specifically to rebut it. This entry
presents the claim as popular but unverified.

NC Local Lens
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No documented North Carolina, Fayetteville, or Cumberland County connection exists for Bass Reeves.
His entire life and career were spent in Arkansas, Texas, and Indian Territory/Oklahoma, and no
institutional or academic source consulted places him in North Carolina at any point. This entry claims
no NC tie.

Sourcing Caveats for Future Sessions

Lone Ranger connection: popular but historically unverified — present as a claim, not a fact.

"3,000 arrests" figure: traced substantially to one 1901 newspaper article, not independently
corroborated.

Enslaver identity and exact escape circumstances: sources conflict — some name William Reeves and
Crawford County, AR as the starting point; others name Col. George R. Reeves and a Texas birthplace.
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