
assassination of jesse james by the
coward robert ford
assassination of jesse james by the coward robert ford stands as one of the
most infamous episodes in American Old West history. This event marked the
abrupt and violent end of Jesse James, a notorious outlaw and folk hero, at
the hands of Robert Ford, a member of James’s own gang. The assassination has
been widely analyzed and debated, symbolizing themes of betrayal, cowardice,
and the complex nature of justice during a turbulent era. Understanding this
pivotal moment requires examining the backgrounds of both Jesse James and
Robert Ford, the circumstances leading to the killing, and the aftermath that
shaped their legacies. This article explores these aspects in depth,
providing a comprehensive overview of the assassination of Jesse James by the
coward Robert Ford. The following sections will cover the life of Jesse
James, the rise of Robert Ford, the fateful assassination, and the historical
impact that followed.
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Background of Jesse James
Jesse James was a legendary figure in the American West, renowned as an
outlaw, bank and train robber, and leader of the James-Younger Gang. Born in
1847 in Missouri, Jesse grew up during the Civil War era, which profoundly
influenced his worldview and actions. His family’s Confederate sympathies and
experiences with Union forces fueled his defiance against established
authority. Over time, Jesse James became a symbol of rebellion and
resistance, captivating the public imagination despite his criminal
activities.

Early Life and Influences
Jesse Woodson James was born into a turbulent environment marked by sectional
conflict and violence. His father was murdered by Union supporters, which
intensified Jesse’s hostility toward the federal government. These



experiences shaped his decision to join Confederate guerrillas during the
Civil War, where he developed skills in guerrilla warfare and a reputation
for ruthlessness. These formative years laid the groundwork for his later
career as an outlaw.

Criminal Career and Notoriety
Following the war, Jesse James embarked on a criminal career that included
numerous bank and train robberies. His gang was known for their audacity and
ability to elude capture, which contributed to Jesse’s growing fame. The
outlaw’s exploits were often romanticized by newspapers and dime novels,
painting him as a Robin Hood figure despite evidence of violent crimes and
personal gain. This notoriety helped solidify his place in American folklore.

Robert Ford: The Man Behind the Act
Robert Ford, often labeled as “the coward,” was a young member of the James
gang whose ambition and desire for fame ultimately led to the assassination
of Jesse James. Born in 1862, Ford joined the gang in the early 1880s,
seeking adventure and financial reward. His relationship with Jesse James was
complex, blending loyalty with underlying resentment and opportunism.

Early Life and Joining the Gang
Robert Ford grew up in Missouri and aspired to be part of the outlaw
lifestyle that captivated many young men of his time. He admired Jesse James
and saw joining the gang as a path to notoriety and wealth. However, Ford’s
personality was marked by insecurity and a desire to prove himself, which
influenced his later actions. His entry into the gang was met with mixed
feelings by other members, as Ford was perceived as less experienced and
somewhat unreliable.

Motivations for Assassination
The assassination of Jesse James by Robert Ford was driven by multiple
factors, including a reward offered by the government for Jesse’s capture or
death. Ford and his brother Charley were enticed by the promise of amnesty
and financial compensation. Additionally, Ford’s ambition to step out of
Jesse’s shadow and gain recognition played a significant role. The
combination of pragmatism and self-interest ultimately led Ford to betray his
leader.



The Assassination: Events Leading Up to the
Killing
The assassination of Jesse James by the coward Robert Ford took place on
April 3, 1882, in St. Joseph, Missouri. The events leading up to the killing
involved careful planning, deception, and an element of surprise. Ford used
his position of trust within the gang to gain access to James and execute the
fatal act.

The Setup and Planning
After Jesse James settled in St. Joseph, Ford saw an opportunity to act. He
and his brother earned James’s trust by continuing to appear loyal and
helpful. However, they secretly plotted to kill him to claim the reward and
end the outlaw’s reign. The Ford brothers coordinated with the governor and
law enforcement, setting the stage for the assassination.

The Killing Incident
On the evening of April 3, 1882, Robert Ford entered

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Assassination of Jesse James by the
Coward Robert Ford' about?
It is a 2007 Western film that explores the complex relationship between the
famous outlaw Jesse James and Robert Ford, the man who ultimately betrays and
kills him.

Who directed 'The Assassination of Jesse James by
the Coward Robert Ford'?
The film was directed by Andrew Dominik.

What makes the film 'The Assassination of Jesse
James by the Coward Robert Ford' unique in the
Western genre?
The film is noted for its poetic cinematography, deep character study, and a
contemplative pace that focuses more on psychological tension than
traditional Western action.



Who played Jesse James and Robert Ford in the movie?
Brad Pitt portrayed Jesse James, and Casey Affleck played Robert Ford.

Why is Robert Ford called 'the coward' in the title?
Robert Ford is labeled 'the coward' because he killed Jesse James by shooting
him in the back, an act seen as a betrayal and lacking honor.

Additional Resources
1. The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford by Ron Hansen
This historical novel delves into the complex relationship between the
infamous outlaw Jesse James and Robert Ford, the young man who ultimately
betrays him. Hansen explores themes of fame, betrayal, and the myth of the
American outlaw through rich, poetic prose. The book provides a nuanced
portrayal of both men, shedding light on their motivations and the cultural
context of the era.

2. Jesse James: Last Rebel of the Civil War by T.J. Stiles
Stiles offers a thorough biography of Jesse James, framing his life within
the turbulent period following the Civil War. The book examines how James
became a legendary figure and how his outlaw activities were tied to the
social and political upheaval of the time. It also covers the events leading
up to his assassination by Robert Ford.

3. Robert Ford: The Man Who Killed Jesse James by Ted P. Yeatman
This biography focuses on Robert Ford, providing insight into his background,
personality, and the reasons behind his betrayal of Jesse James. Yeatman
paints a detailed picture of Ford’s motivations, struggles, and the aftermath
of the assassination. The book challenges simplistic views of Ford as merely
a coward.

4. Outlaws and Lawmen of the Old West: The Jesse James Story by Michael
Wallis
Wallis chronicles the legendary lives of Jesse James, Robert Ford, and other
key figures of the Old West. The narrative explores the myth versus reality
of Jesse James’s outlaw life and the dramatic circumstances of his death.
This book combines historical facts with engaging storytelling to capture the
era vividly.

5. The True Story of the Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert
Ford by James D. Horan
Horan provides a detailed account of the assassination, drawing on historical
documents, eyewitness testimonies, and contemporary reports. The book aims to
separate fact from fiction regarding the infamous shooting. It also discusses
the public reaction and legacy of both Jesse James and Robert Ford.

6. Jesse James and the Making of the American Myth by Richard Slotkin



Slotkin examines how Jesse James became an enduring symbol of rebellion in
American culture. The book investigates the cultural mythology surrounding
James, including the role of his assassination by Robert Ford in shaping his
legend. It offers a critical perspective on how history and folklore
intertwine.

7. The Outlaw’s End: The Death of Jesse James by Charles Leerhsen
Leerhsen recounts the final days of Jesse James and the shocking betrayal by
Robert Ford. The narrative is rich with period detail and explores the
broader social context of the West in the 1880s. The book also delves into
the aftermath and how the event influenced Western folklore.

8. Shadow of Jesse James: The Story of Robert Ford by William M. Campbell
This biography focuses on Robert Ford’s life after the assassination,
exploring his attempts to escape the shadow of his infamous deed. Campbell
analyzes Ford’s complex character and the public’s enduring fascination with
his betrayal. The book offers a balanced view of Ford’s legacy.

9. Blood on the Moon: The Assassination of Jesse James by David R. Collins
Collins provides a suspenseful, detailed retelling of the events leading up
to and following the assassination of Jesse James. The book incorporates
historical evidence with dramatic narrative techniques to bring the story to
life. It also discusses the cultural impact of the killing and its place in
American history.
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