
State Historian 
Marshall Trimble tel ls 
us the story of one of 
Old Arizona's more 
notorious characters, 
Bi ll Downing. 

BILL DOWNING WAS one of the 
most disliked fellows in Old 
A rizona. He was moody, mo­
rose, bad- tempered, sullen, 
and surly. And that was when 
he was sober. He got downright 
mean and ugly when he was 
drinking. 

Bill was so unlikeable that 
even member s of h is gang 
couldn't stand him. H e was 
a member of the Burt A lvord 
gang around \Nillcox, and he 
spent a few years in the notori­
ous Yuma Territorial Prison af­
ter his capture for t rain robbery. 

After h is release in 1907, 
he re turned to Willcox and 
ope ned a sa loon called the 
Free and Easy. It soon became 
a hangout for all the nefarious 
rascals in that part of Cochise 

County. T hat sa me year, the 
A rizona Territory had passed 
a law banning women from 
"loitering" in saloons, but that 
didn't stop Bill. I Ie employed 
an assortment of shady ladies 
to d rink with the customers. 
H e also trained them each to 
be highly skilled pickpockets, 
a trade he'd learned in prison. 

Their victi ms were always 
reluctant to complain because 
of Bill 's reputation as a gun­
slinger. The law was chomp­
ing at the bit to arres t him, 
but the folks arou nd \ Vi llcox 
were so terro rized that none 
would come forward and press 
charges. That changed, how­
ever, when he beat up one of 
the girls, Cuco Leal , and she 
complained to the town mar­
shal , who issued a warrant for 
his arrest. 

T he best t ime to serve a 
warrant to a rasca l like Bill 
was early in the morning while 
he was still g roggy from the 
previous evening's imbibing. 
A rizona Ranger Billy Speed 

just happened to be passing 
through \Villcox, and the mar­
shal enlisted his help in making 
the arrest. On the morning of 
August 5, 1908, the two law­
men stood in front of the Free 
and Easy Saloon and called on 
the old outlaw to step outside. 
H e'd just bellied 
up to the bar de­
manding more of 
t he " hair of th e 
dog th at bit him" 
from the n ight be­
fore and igno red 
the lawmen . Af­
ter Ranger Speed 
ca ll ed a seco nd 
time, Bill emptied 
his glass, turned , 
and headed for the back door. 
H e was going to come around 
from behin d the saloon and 
get the drop on the two law­
men. :Silly Speed anticipated 
his move, and armed with h is 
.30-40 'Winchester, he headed 
in the same direction. The two 
turned the corner at the same 
time and faced each other in the 

classic Old West confrontation . 
Bill reached for his pistol. The 
Ranger, seeing the outlaw's 
hand go toward his hip, raised 
his rifle and fired. Much to 
Bill's surprise and chagrin, his 
holster was empty. Somebody 
had beaten him to the draw a 

few moments be­
fore the fight. 

A co ro n e r 's 
ve rdi c t ru le d 
the killing just i­
f ied, and loca ls 
cheered Bill's de­
mise. 

Wh a t had 
happ e ned was 
this: Bill had bul­
lied those folks so 

many t imes that they were just 
wait ing for a chance to turn the 
tables on him. So while he was 
leaving the bar, someone slyly 
picked his pocket-er, holster. 

The incident was the inspi­
ration for an axiom that still 
holds t rue- don't reac h for 
you r six-shooter unless you 
know it's there. ~ 

AUGUS~ I SEPTEMBER 2012 NORTH VALLEY 27 


