The Shooting of Arapahoe County Deputy Wilcox
Late summer of 1874 revealed a mail fraud scam taking place at a post office near Denver City. Circulars
were sent to persons residing in surrounding territories and states advertising a quality watch for $3.00.
Those who responded received a package containing a carefully wrapped rock, sawdust or other worthless
item. This continued until Postal officials identified John W. Johnson as the culprit and on February 20,
1875, a plan was in place to capture him in the act. Arapahoe County Deputy Sheriff Charley Wilcox was
sent to the post office before the mail arrived to wait for Johnson to pick up a registered letter that would
prove he was behind the scheme. As the offense involved the U.S. Postal Service, Deputy Wilcox was first
deputized as a U.S. Marshal. As expected, Johnson entered the post office however he was accompanied
by another man known as Ike Clodfelter. As planned when Johnson signed for and received the letter,
Deputy Wilcox moved in to seize him. Asked to turn over any weapons, Johnson immediately handed over
his pistol to the deputy. Assuming Johnson was now unarmed, he was allowed to step to the door to make
arrangements for the care for his horse. Using this opportunity, Johnson took off in a full sprint and pulled
another revolver from his boot. Deputy Wilcox gave chase, attempting to draw his own pistol but it dropped
to the ground as he continued to run after the suspect. Unaware Johnson had another pistol, he was surprised
when Johnson suddenly threw his arm back and began firing indiscriminately at him while running. Bullets
whizzed past as he continued gaining on Johnson. Figuring the fifth shot meant Johnson’s pistol was now
empty (five shot revolvers were common at that time) Johnson suddenly stopped and turned to Deputy
Wilcox, thrust his pistol forward, and shot Deputy Wilcox in the thigh. Undeterred, Deputy Wilcox began
grappling with the suspect and was struck over the head with the now empty revolver. Pushing Johnson
toward the post office, Deputy Wilcox yelled for assistance when Clodfelter suddenly appeared and drew
his revolver, advising Deputy Wilcox to leave or risk getting shot again. Johnson yelled to Clodfelter to
shoot the deputy but he refused, instead he handed his pistol to Johnson telling him to do it himself. Johnson
grabbed the pistol and Deputy Wilcox, knowing he was in the fight for his life, twisted Johnson’s arm so
severely he couldn’t shoot. Johnson pleaded for Clodfelter to take the pistol back and shoot the deputy.
Clodfelter grabbed the gun and shot Deputy Wilcox in the back. The two left Deputy Wilcox for dead as
they mounted their horses and rode away.
The enraged people of Denver demanded justice. Soon wanted posters offering a reward that increased to
$1,700 were circulated throughout the region. A citizen indicated the two had asked him for directions to
Pueblo. Former Arapahoe County Sheriff David J. Cook, acting in the capacity of head of the Rocky
Mountain Detective Association, along with his trusted colleague Frank Smith, set-out from Denver to track
the shooters and claim the reward. The Denver & Rio Grande railroad took them south of Colorado Springs
where they were frustrated to find no horses were available for use. A posse of men led by an El Paso
County deputy intent on finding the suspects and splitting the reward amongst themselves crossed paths
with the Denver law officers and elected to proceed without them as they were still without horses.
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Clodfelter shoots Arapahoe County Deputy Wilcox in the back as he struggles with Johnson outside
a post office near Denver.

Cook and Smith walked for five miles as night started to fall. Just as matters couldn’t get worse, a driving
March snowstorm began. Still having no luck procuring horses, a ranchman took the law officers by wagon
another six miles to a railroad station. There, Cook and Smith offered railroad employees $30.00 for the
use of a hand-car to continue south. Initially the rail workers refused citing railroad policy prohibiting use
of hand-cars at night. After threatening to take it by force, the rail boss reluctantly permitted its use and
allowed three of his men to travel with them towards Pueblo. The storm intensified as the men alternated
positions on the hand-car, taking turns operating the lever and sweeping snow from the rails to maintain
traction; the dim glow of a lantern their only light. They arrived at a ranch where horses were rented for the
final fourteen mile ride into Pueblo. Soaking wet and exhausted, the two arrived in Pueblo at three in the
morning and retired to a hotel determined to sleep and dry–out next to the fireplace. After three hours rest,
the two set out on horseback again and were a short distance from the hotel when a lookout alerted them to
the outlaws crossing the Arkansas River Bridge. Racing through the streets of Pueblo at full gallop, they
were now only a hundred yards behind the fugitives. Once Clodfelter and Johnson discovered they were
being pursued, they immediately tossed blankets from their horses and drew their revolvers, ignoring an
order to halt from Cook who shouted, “If you don’t halt, you are dead men,” the bandits continued to ride
at breakneck speed. Cook and Smith fired two shots from horseback sending people in town scurrying for
cover. When the outlaws turned towards a mesa near a bridge, Cook stopped his horse and took aim with
his rifle but it misfired.

For the next thirteen miles in the glare of the snow covered ground, the pursuit continued, even after Smith
shot Johnson in the leg after firing six rounds from his revolver. The fugitives discarded even more property
attempting to lighten the load while continuing to flee. Cook and Smith took turns holding the reins of their
respective horses while taking turns firing. Cook’s rifle continued to misfire so he handed it to Smith, who
partially dismantled it while still riding making it fire again. The exhausted horses started to give-out and
the lawmen closed within sixty-yards when Cook shouted, “See here boys, this thing has gone about far
enough. Your horses are broken down. We are well heeled, and if you don’t stop we’ll kill you. You may
count on it.” The outlaws pressed-on anyway and the officers fired two more rounds. The pace slowed to a
halt when Clodfelter, who had also been shot, suddenly fell from his horse. When Johnson dismounted it
was thought the two were preparing to make a final stand. The officers were relieved to see Johnson drop
his pistol and put his hands in the air as Clodfelter lay wounded next to his horse. After Johnson tossed his
pistol, he claimed to be unarmed. Cook, knowing the circumstances surrounding the shooting of Deputy
Wilcox, told Johnson he would “kill him where he stands” if another weapon was found while being
searched. Johnson suddenly remembered having another revolver in his pocket and slowly removed and
placed it on the ground. The wounded outlaws were mounted on their horses and the four rode back to
Pueblo.
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Cook and Smith in hot pursuit of Johnson and Clodfelter outside of Pueblo.

Johnson remained defiant claiming they never would have been captured if Clodfelter hadn’t been shot.
Clodfelter on the other hand, was tearfully remorseful and apologetic, expressing his desire not to be
hanged. Three days from the time the officers left Denver, they were on the train headed home with two
prisoners. Rumors grew of a lynch party welcoming the train to Denver and crowds gathered at locations
where the prisoners would likely be transferred to and from a carriage: the depot and the Arapahoe County
Jail on Larimer St. There, the prisoners would be most vulnerable to seizure by the crowd, some of whom
openly carried ropes. When the train arrived Arapahoe County Sheriff Edmond A. Willoughby rode atop
the enclosed wagon used to move prisoners to the Arapahoe County Jail. As the wagon made its way
through the street, it was surrounded by people on foot, horseback, carriages and wagons hoping to get a
glance of the now infamous fugitives as others looked on from houses and businesses. The wagon was
nearly forced to stop as it approached the Arapahoe County Jail as the 400 persons who gathered at its
entrance blocked its passage, forcing Sheriff Willoughby and deputies to draw their revolvers to clear a
passageway. Once inside the jail the shackles riveted around the prisoner’s ankles were removed and they
were placed in a cell to await trial. Deputy Wilcox miraculously survived his wounds. Due to his recovery,
Johnson and Clodfelter were only sentenced to three and a half years in the penitentiary.

Deputy Sheriff Charles H. Wilcox
EOW: September 19, 1899
Born in 1848 in Michigan, Deputy Sheriff Charles H. Wilcox was a long time Deputy Sheriff for
Arapahoe County, mentioned in numerous newspaper accounts from the 1870s and 1880s. The incident
in which he was shot and wounded occurred on February 20, 1875. He was shot in the back, with the
bullet passing through his abdomen after striking his kidney. Charles recovered and continued to serve
as a deputy sheriff. When Charles died years later on September 19, 1899, the obituaries and articles
cited the shooting incident in which he was gravely wounded and listed Bright's disease as the cause, a
condition stemming from his gunshot wound. Bright's Disease was a late 19th century “catch all” for all
sorts of kidney ailments which would eventually lead to kidney failure and death. In the opinion of
modern doctors, a death more than 20 years later from kidney damage resulting from the on duty gunshot
injury and kidney damage was consistent and in line with the state of medical knowledge and technology
at the time.
Wilcox was added to the ACSO memorial in 2021, and submitted for addition to the state and national
memorials as well. Wilcox was approved for both the state and national memorials in 2021
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