THE GREAT WHAM
PAYMASTER
ROBBERY
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THE GILA VALLEY IN THE 1880s
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THE GILA VALLEY 1881
Dates from Arizona Place Names
by Will C. Barnes




TWO POINTS OF VIEW...
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SUPPORTING LARRY BALL’S POINT OF
EW, LARRY UPTON FROM PIMA...

The Journal of g )
p °
Ar 1Z0Nna ' WHO ROBBED MAJOR WHAM?

Facts and Folklore behind Arizona’s
Great Paymaster Robbery

by
Larry T. Upton and Larry D. Ball

Tm: GREAT WHAM PAYMASTER ROBBERY has almost disap-
peared from the public mind, but it remains one of Arizona’s
great mysteries. Shortly after midday on May 11, 1889, a band of
robbers ambushed U.S. Army Paymaster Maj. Joseph Washington
Wham (pronounced Wham, as in bomb) and his military escort
along the Fort Grant-Fort Thomas Road about fifteen miles west
of Pima in the Gila River Valley. Following a hard-fought gun bat-
tle, the bandits made off with more than $28,000 in gold and sil-
ver coins. The daring robbery and the subsequent trial of suspects
in the heist created a sensation throughout the Southwest. Ques-
tions of guilt and innocence, and of what happened to the money,
still linger more than a century later.

Unlike Tombstone, which embraced the gunfight at the O.K.
Corral and thrived on its memory, the small Graham County
farming and ranching community of Pima in east-central Arizona
has, until recently, been reluctant to talk about the most extraor-
dinary event in its history. The difference between Tombstone's
and Pima’s reactions to these singular occurrences probably lies
in the types of communities they purported to be in their frontier
days. Tombstone was a raucous boom town with a transient popu-
lation. People migrated there o carn a quick buck, not necessar-

Larry Upton grew up and attended high school in Pima. He recently retired after a
thirty-fiveyear banking career, and is sel-employed as a personal financial analyst
in Gilbert, He has a long-standing love of western history and admiration for the
people who made it. Larry Ball is professor of history at Arkansas State University,

Jonesboro. He is author of The United States Marshals of New Mexico and Anzma Ter-
ritories, 1846-1912 and Desert Laumen: The High Sheriffs of New Mexico and Anizona,
1846-1912.

Summetr, 1997
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POLITICAL INTRIGUES DURING THE 1880s ARE
CRITICAL FOR UNDERSTANDING THIEE TIMES IN

N

WHICH THE ROBBERY OCCURRED...
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MAJOR JOSEPH WASHINGTON
WHAM




GILBERT WEBB







THE ROUGHEST
TOWN ALONG THE
WAY...MAXLY,
NEAR FT. THOMAS

Major Wham had

made this trip
several times and

knew every inch of
the road.



EACH CONVEYANCE WAS PULLED
BY SIX MULES.




19T CENTURY STRONG BOX




FT. GRANT MILITARY RESERVATION




