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NICOLAUS gUSTAFSON INVESTIgATION:
THE BULLET RICOCHET THEORY

James A. Bailey & Margaret B. Bailey

Nearly a century and a half have passed since 
the 1876 raid in Northfield, Minnesota, yet 
the identity of Nicolaus Gustafson’s shooter 

remains unresolved.1 Even though Cole Younger 
was accused of the crime and pled guilty, there 
is significant evidence which supports the theory 
that a bullet ricochet hit Gustafson during the early 
exchange of gunfire between the Northfield citizens 
and James-Younger gang. Some allege Gustafson was 
shot point blank while others believed an accidental 
stray bullet fired by an unknown shooter struck him. 
Gustafson’s general vicinity and position on the street, 
types of weapons discharged, bullet trajectories, 
overall position of shooters, as well as extent of the 
injury Gustafson sustained were important factors in 
determining the origin of the bullet ricochet. When 
these details were examined, crucial evidence in the 
case was uncovered. Following is a critical review 
of newspaper articles, court documents and personal 
accounts supporting a plausible theory explaining 
Gustafson’s death, the possible shooter and the 
ricochet analysis.2

On September 14, 1876, the Rice County Journal 
updated its readers on the raid of the First National 
Bank of Northfield and the condition of the immigrant 

injured that day. “Nicholas Gustafson who was in the 
street, when [the James-Younger gang members were] 
brandishing their weapons and commanding citizens 
to get out of the way, or to go into their stores or shops 
out of sight so that the robbers in the bank could do 
their work. This Swede man being, a recent comer 
from his native land didn’t understand the robbers. 
Consequently, he didn’t go inside or get out of the 
way, and was hit by a glancing ball on the forehead, 
which at first was thought to be a slight wound but the 
next day the symptoms became alarming….”3

By the time the Rice County Journal released the 
update, Gustafson had succumbed to the gunshot 
injury. He died on September 11, 1876, and was 
buried the same day.4-7 Based on misinformation 
recorded in the cemetery records, some Northfield 
citizens did not know Gustafson’s identity. Northfield 
Cemetery officials recorded Gustafson as an unnamed 
“Norwegian Man” in the 1876 burial records and 
interred him in Section A, Lot 26, Grave No. 8 in 
the city cemetery. At one time, it was said a small 
simple wooden monument marked his gravesite near 
Northfield Cemetery’s western boundary located 
parallel to Division Street.8-10 One hundred and 
eighteen years after his death in May 1994, a granite 

Excerpt from Northfield Cemetery Records: Section A, Lot 26, Grave No. 8 lists a “Norwegian Man” penciled over 
and Swedish added above the entry. The name Nicolaus Gustafson was written below the entry. 
(Authors’ Collection.)
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monument was installed at Gustafson’s gravesite.11

News releases from St. Paul, Minneapolis, and 
Northfield newspapers disclosed the positions of the 
gang members and citizens who defended the town 
against the robbers. The positions of both parties 
during the raid explain how Gustafson became the 
victim of a bullet ricochet. When some citizens 
realized a robbery was in progress, they sounded a 
verbal alarm. The James-Younger gang members, 
reputed marksmen, drew their revolvers, started firing 
in the air, the ground and storefronts in an attempt to 
frighten the local citizens.12-15

Gang members on the street included Cole Younger, 
Jim Younger, William “Bill” Chadwell, Clell Miller 
and one of the James brothers. Two of the robbers 
on the street, Clell Miller and Cole Younger, guarded 

the front of the bank.16 While the two stood guard 
by the bank, Chadwell and Jim Younger were riding 
their horses up and down Division Street firing their 
revolvers and a James brother was stationed at 5th 
and Division Streets.17 The robbery began when three 
members of the gang, Charlie Pitts (Samuel Wells), 
Bob Younger and one of the James brothers went 
into the bank. Some believed the James brother who 
entered was Jesse while others believed it was Frank. 
Joseph Heywood, acting cashier; Frank Wilcox, 
bookkeeper; and Alonzo Bunker, teller were inside the 
bank.

Soon after the robbers went inside, J.S. Allen, a 
hardware merchant, became suspicious and walked 
from Mill Square south on Division Street toward the 
bank.18 One of the robbers stationed outside the bank’s 

The Reverend Thorbjorn Mohn’s Burial Registry: Entry # 6 notes Nicolaus Gustafson’s burial.  (Courtesy of The 
Reverend Pam Fickenscher, St. John’s Lutheran Church, Northfield, Minnesota.)  Following is the translation of the 
Norwegian terms in Rev. Mohn’s journal. At the top of the page are the following column headings beginning with 
column two:  DØde [Died]; Jordf [buried]; Den [the]; DØdes [Deceased’s]; Jordfæsted [Buried]; Forældre [Parents’]; 
Navne [Names]; Navn [Name]; Alder [Age];  The text written beside Gustafson’s name:  dræbt af RØverne [killed 
by the gangsters] Younger Bros.  (Courtesy of Professor Hans-Olav Enger, Department of Linguistics and Scandinavian 
Studies, University of Oslo, Norway.)
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front door confronted him. Allen returned to Mill 
Square and told Anselm R. Manning the bank was 
being robbed.

Wheeler, a medical student home on summer break, 
sat in front of his father’s store across the street. After 
witnessing the confrontation between Allen and the 
robber, Wheeler went to the Dampier House Hotel and 
borrowed Edward Dampier’s single-shot .50 caliber 
Smith Carbine and four cartridges. He went to the top 
floor of Dampier’s hotel located on the east side of 
Division Street. The hotel was located four storefronts 
northeast of the bank across from the northwest 
corner of the Scriver Building and Mill Square. 
While attempting to load the first round, Wheeler 
dropped one of the cartridges which damaged it so it 
could not be fired. Then he successfully loaded the 
second cartridge and fired at Jim Younger who was on 
horseback circling Division Street but missed him.19 

Gustafson’s exact location at that moment 
was unknown but most described his position as 
somewhere in the vicinity of the intersection of 
Division and Fifth Streets near the front of Bjorakers 
General Merchandise Store. The store and bank 
were located on the west side of Division Street but 
at opposite ends of the block. Gustafson’s reported 
location was approximately one block south from 
Wheeler on the same side of the street as the bank. The 
first cartridge Wheeler fired toward Younger was at 
an angle from the upper story of the hotel and almost 

certainly struck the Scriver building. Conditions were 
perfect to produce a bullet ricochet. The trajectory 
of the bullet ricochet would have been south directly 
toward the vicinity where Gustafson was seen standing 
momentarily when the citizens began shooting at the 
robbers. Theoretically, this was the first round fired 
that may have struck Gustafson.

While Cole Younger and Miller, stood guard on 
the street near the bank’s entrance, they heard gunfire 
inside the bank. About the same time, Elias Stacy shot 
Miller in the head with a double barreled shotgun as 
Miller mounted his horse. Some reported the shotgun 
was loaded with birdshot while others described 
the pellets as buckshot. Upon close examination of 
Miller’s postmortem photograph, the observable 
wounds to his head were consistent with injuries 
from buckshot rather than birdshot pellets. Birdshot 
is considerably smaller and would have created much 
smaller puncture wounds than the injuries presented in 

Chip DeMann, currently Rice County Historical Society 
president, and Wayne Drake, a descendant of the 
early Minnesota Drake pioneers and settlers, installed 
Gustafson’s monument. The Owatonna Granite and 
Monument Company inscribed the stone. In 1994 Orrin 
DeLong delivered a memorial graveside service. (Photo 
Courtesy of Authors.)

Anselm R. Manning, often referred to in newspaper 
articles as A. R. Manning, was one of the Northfield 
citizens who fired in Nicolaus Gustafson’s direction.  
(Photo Courtesy of Hayes Scriven, Executive Director of 
Northfield Historical Society, Northfield, Minnesota.)



JOURNAL     30         FEBRUARY 2015

the postmortem photograph.
Buckshot pellets are approximately .33 hundreds of 

an inch in diameter and a single pellet missing Miller 
would have continued to travel southward. When 
Stacy fired the double barreled shotgun, it delivered 
sixteen pellets. As established by the postmortem 
photograph, visual evidence confirms Miller was 
struck by some but not all sixteen pellets. The 
trajectory of those that missed continued at a lower 
velocity toward 5th Street. A single buckshot pellet that 
missed Miller was yet another prospective gunshot 
source that could have accidentally struck Gustafson.

While Miller stood recovering from the shotgun 
blast, Wheeler shot him in the shoulder severing his 
subclavian artery. Miller slowly bled out and died 
within minutes on Division Street near the bank.20

Armed with a rifle and cartridges from his store, 
Manning positioned himself at the corner of Mill 
Square and Division Street. The weapon he fired was 
a single-shot .45-70 rolling block rifle. Manning fired 
an unknown number of shots toward Chadwell and 

Henry Mason Wheeler, a Northfield citizen and medical 
student, fired in Nicolaus Gustafson’s direction.  (Photo 
Courtesy of Gerald R. Groenewold, Grand Forks, North 
Dakota.)

Clell Miller’s postmortem photo exhibits wounds to the 
forehead that are consistent in size with buckshot pellets. 
(Author’s Collection.)

the two robbers guarding the front of the bank. Each 
reported shot he fired was aimed directly toward the 
south end of the block where eyewitnesses reported 
seeing Gustafson.

During the time the three robbers were in the 
bank, Chadwell and Jim Younger continued to circle 
Division Street on horseback. When Chadwell was 
at the intersection of Division and 5th, Manning took 
aim, shot and mortally wounded him. After, Chadwell 
was hit, his horse carried him north about four 
storefronts from the corner where he fell on the east 
side of Division Street across from Bjorakers General 
Merchandise Store.

While a chaotic scene was unfolding on the street, 
the robbers in the bank threatened the bankers and 
demanded that they comply with their threats. But the 
bankers were steadfast in their resolve not to concede. 
One of the robbers fired a round into the vault which 
was the shot the robbers outside and nearby citizens 
heard. During the confrontation, Bunker escaped 
through the backdoor leading into an alley behind the 
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Scriver building. Pitts followed closely behind him, 
fired and shot Bunker in the shoulder. After being hit, 
Bunker continued to run toward 5th Street. Pitts gave 
up the chase and returned to the bank. The robbers 
inside the bank joined their companions on the street 
and the gunfire on the street became more frenzied. As 
the three robbers fled the bank, the last robber acted on 
his own, shot and killed Heywood.21

Once the robbers exited the bank, Bob Younger 
advanced north on Division Street toward Manning 
and fired toward him. Manning stood near the corner 
of the Scriver building where he was partially covered 
by the outside stairs to the building adjacent to 
Division Street. Bob positioned himself at the opposite 
end of the stairs where Manning and he exchanged 
several shots toward one another. Manning’s shots 
toward Younger were aimed due south.

Bob Younger did not see Wheeler in the hotel 
window when Wheeler took aim and fired his third 
shot piercing his right elbow. From Wheeler’s 
position, the .50 caliber bullet penetrated and exited 

Younger’s arm. Like Wheeler’s first shot, conditions 
were perfect for his third shot to strike the Scriver 
building and produce a ricochet bullet after exiting 
Younger’s elbow. Wheelers’ third and final shot, 
even though the bullet hit and exited Younger’s arm, 
generated enough velocity to produce a deadly blow 
at the south end of the block. Anyone standing or 
walking on Division Street south of the bank was at 
risk of being struck by a bullet ricochet.

The horsemen dressed in long white linen dusters 
firing revolvers in the air drew everyone’s attention 
who was nearby. Gustafson was in the company of 
other citizens curious about the commotion so they 
gathered on the street in front of the Bjorakers’ store. 
During the initial moments of the raid when the 
citizens armed themselves with firearms and began 
shooting at the robbers, evidence from eyewitnesses 
suggested Gustafson was struck on Division Street by 
a bullet ricochet.

Once the townspeople killed two robbers on the 
street, the robbers no longer shot randomly. They 

West side view of the steel bridge in the foreground crosses the Cannon River and leads toward Mill Square.  A black 
arrow from the three-story structure, Dampier House Hotel, denotes Wheeler’s position of fire from the 3rd floor of 
the hotel.  (Photo Courtesy of Hayes Scriven, Executive Director of Northfield Historical Society, Northfield, Minnesota.)
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returned defensive fire northward toward the armed 
citizens positioned on the north end of Division Street. 
Gustafson was never reported anywhere near the bank 
or northern end of Division Street.22-23

On the other hand, the general direction of the 
citizens’ gunfire was south toward 5th Street. After the 
exchange of gunfire, the robbers mounted their horses, 
travelled south on Division Street, crossed 5th Street 
and passed the Northfield Cemetery as they fled south 
toward Dundas.

In theory, a single bullet or pellet fired by Wheeler, 
Manning or Stacy had enough force and energy to 
seriously injure Gustafson a block away. All three 
men fired powerful weapons in Gustafson’s direction 
with the capacity to cause bodily injury. Moreover, all 
bullets “can ricochet if they strike a suitable surface at 
a low angle of incidence.” 24

Suitable surfaces for ricochets in 1876 on Division 
Street were storefronts constructed of wood and 
masonry exteriors. In fact at that time, building 
facades on Division Street were constructed of those 
two materials. Two buildings located on the west side 
of Division Street, the Scriver and Bjorakers General 
Merchandise Store, had masonry facades constructed 
of limestone. The Scriver building anchored the 
northwest corner of the block and the Bjorakers 

building anchored the southwest corner. Between 
these two limestone buildings were smaller shops 
constructed of wood.25 Consequently, bullets striking 
any of the structures on the west side of Division 
Street from a northwest angle were subject to produce 
bullet ricochets. The trajectory of the bullet ricochets 
produced by striking these surfaces travelled at lesser 
angles southwest toward 5th Street.

A bullet ricochet has two angles. The first angle, 
angle of incidence, is based on the position of the 
shooter to the surface a bullet strikes. The second 
angle, ricochet angle, is created when the bullet leaves 
the surface and continues to travel forward. The path 
of a ricochet can vary depending on the surface it 
strikes, angle and shape of bullet, composition of 
bullet, bullet weight and velocity of the bullet.26-27

Generally, the ricochet angle is less than the angle 
of incidence. The greatest tendency for a ricochet 
in any given situation is from low velocity bullets 
and especially heavy bullets.28 Bullet ricochets and 
velocity are predictable given the types of firearm, 
bullets and ricochet surfaces. The bullets fired by 
Wheeler, Manning and Stacy produced low velocities 
after striking hard surfaces and ricocheting.

The amount of energy a bullet produces can be 
calculated from its weight and velocity. These units of 

Division Street Scene: Shooters and Gustafson’s approximate positions. (Photo Courtesy of Hayes Scriven, Executive 
Director of Northfield Historical Society, Northfield, Minnesota)
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energy are used to access the degree of tissue and bone 
destruction. Even with this predicted loss of energy, 
the bullets or pellets fired by the three citizens had 
sufficient velocity and energy to cause Gustafson’s 
injury.29-38

Some believed Gustafson was shot point blank 
or close range by Cole Younger. Point blank range 
is an expression that generally means the muzzle 
of a firearm comes in contact with the victim’s skin 
or the muzzle was close to the victim when fired. 
However, the description of Gustafson’s injury dispels 
eyewitness claims.

If Gustafson’s injury was a contact wound from 
a .44 or .45 caliber revolver, the injury would have 
been catastrophic. Bullets of this caliber create contact 
wounds that frequently penetrate and almost always 
exit the cranial vault. Additionally, exit wounds are 
considerably larger in diameter than entrance wounds 
and create a ghastly injury, especially in head injuries. 
Undoubtedly, if Gustafson’s injury resulted from a 
contact wound, a massive loss of blood and brain 
tissue would not have gone unnoticed.39 Descriptions 
of Gustafson’s injury simply were not consistent with 
a contact or close range gunshot injury.

Moreover, if Gustafson had been shot by a robber 
on horseback at a muzzle distance of three to four feet 
away, a circular gunshot powder pattern would have 
been present around the entry wound. When a bullet 
exits the muzzle of a firearm, there are extremely 
hot gases containing soot and other impurities from 
burned powder particles. These byproducts form a 
circular pattern around an entrance wound. Also, an 
injury sustained at this range from the caliber of guns 
the robbers shot would have created a horrific injury 
similar to Heywood’s injury and almost certainly have 
been followed by immediate death not death four days 
later.40-41

Medical texts in the 1870s discussed the correlation 
between gunshot distance and degrees of injury.42 
Thus, the impact of shooting distances on injuries 
was known by many doctors and the doctors treating 
Gustafson most likely were informed on the subject. 
Since shooting distance was recognized medical 
knowledge at the time, in anticipation of a trial, 
Gustafson’s doctors may well have pondered the 
distance the shooter was from him. Even in 1876, 
this would have been a leading question the defense 
counsel asked on cross examination of a treating 
doctor.

The name of the first doctor whom Olson called to 

examine and treat Gustafson was not identified but a 
doctor’s diagnosis was reported in the newspaper. The 
diagnosis suggested Gustafson’s skull was fractured 
and some bone fragments pierced his brain.43 In 
contrast, Joseph Hanson, a journalist, who visited 
Gustafson on two separate occasions, described his 
injuries with more details. He said the bullet struck 
Gustafson in front of his right ear, pierced the skin, 
traveled under the scalp and exited at the top of his 
head.44

Since medical literature during the 19th century 
described exit wounds as larger than entry wounds, 
the doctors treating Gustafson almost certainly studied 
the differences in the two types of gunshot wound 
sites and recognized where the bullet entered and 
exited Gustafson’s head.45 Since Hanson presented 
a detailed description of the injury and exit wounds, 
undoubtedly, he observed the wound sites and perhaps 
was present when dressings and bandages were 
changed.

However, in bullet ricochet injuries, like the one 
Gustafson sustained, the bullet sometimes remains 
under the skin. Although some reports described 
an exit wound, the bullet could have been lodged 

The diagram illustrates Manning, Wheeler and Stacy’s 
positions and the direction they were firing.  All three 
were generally firing in Gustafson’s direction. (Diagram 
by Authors)
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between the scalp and skull but due to the swelling, 
was undetected by treating physicians and Hanson. If 
this was the case, the bullet which caused his mortal 
injury possibly was embedded in the swollen tissue 
and present when he was interred.

Hanson offered additional important symptoms 
in his description of Gustafson’s condition. “When 
he was struck, and for several minutes, his whole 
left side was paralyzed. But after a few minutes of 
unconsciousness, he was able to reach his boarding 
house, but the next day he was not able to rise from 
his bed.”46 Two days later, on Saturday, Gustafson was 
in a coma. Hanson suggested that without trephining 
Gustafson’s skull, he would likely die.47-48

Two twenty-first century physicians, Dr. Thomas 
Resk, forensic pathologist, and Dr. Darwin Ferry, 
neurosurgeon, agree that Gustafson suffered cerebral 

edema resulting from traumatic brain injury. Dr. 
Ferry emphasized in Gustafson’s case, “Considering 
medical knowledge in 1876, it is possible that a 
careful trephination, based on a good neurological 
exam, may have benefitted Gustafson. But the results 
would be less than one out of three for someone with 
his symptoms to survive. Trephination was used 
primarily to explore for a clot, usually subdural.49 
This was done before there were good diagnostic 
studies. The trephined hole was usually small, 
perhaps a half inch. Until the use of intra-operative 
diuretics in the 1960s, it was very difficult to relieve 
intra cranial pressure.” A Dutch forensic pathologist 
with the Netherlands Forensic Institute, Den Haag, 
Netherlands, Dr. Pieter Van Driessche was consulted 
and presented his opinion concerning Gustafson’s 
symptoms. Dr. Driessche noted that Gustafson could 

Cartridge “A” is a .45-70 Government cartridge, the 
type Manning fired. Cartridge “B” is a .50 Caliber Smith 
carbine cartridge, the type Henry M. Wheeler fired.  
Both bullets from these cartridges are classified as heavy 
bullets.  (Photo by Authors)

Depicted is the No. 00 Buck .33 hundredth of an inch in 
diameter.  There are approximately 8 buckshot pellets in 
a 1-ounce load.  Note that birdshot pellets are smaller in 
diameter than the smallest buckshot, No. 4 Buck, in the 
chart.  (Authors’ Collection)
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have experienced any one or combination of the 
following symptoms: nausea, blurred vision, faintness, 
numbness, dizziness and finally, having the appearance 
of being inebriated.50-52 It was documented that 
Gustafson exhibited at least four of these symptoms 
prior to his death, faintness, numbness, dizziness and 
an intoxicated appearance.

Ten days after Gustafson's death, the Youngers 
were captured and arrested.  The Rice County 
prosecutor pursued indictments against the Younger 
brothers for the murder of J. L. Heywood, Nicolaus 
Gustafson, the Northfield robbery and assault with 
deadly weapons.53-54 The Youngers hired three local 
Minnesota attorneys, Thomas Rutledge, Thomas S. 
Buckham and George W. Batchelder, who 
represented them throughout the 1876 grand jury 
proceedings and arraignment.55

In preparing for the case, George N. Baxter, Rice 
County Prosecutor, went to Northfield on September 8 
and searched for witnesses to the raid and Gustafson’s 
injury. He questioned citizens about Gustafson and the 
events that transpired the day of the raid. Baxter found 
no witnesses knowledgeable of the events which led 
to Gustafson’s injury or the identity of Gustafson’s 
shooter. When the coroner’s jury, comprised of six 
to twenty Northfield jurors, was summoned by the 
coroner, they ruled on Gustafson’s death. Baxter and 
the jury came to the same conclusion, “The verdict 
of the 1876 coroner’s jury was to the effect that 
Gustafson came to his death by a stray bullet, fired by 
an unknown party.”56

John T. Ames, mill owner and respected Northfield 
leader, sent a letter on November 14, 1876, two 
months after Gustafson’s death, to Baxter confirming 
Gustafson’s name as the citizen killed on the 
street. He advised the prosecutor that a Norwegian 
priest identified the man as Nicolaus Gustavson 
[Gustafson].57-58

In the same letter, Ames recommended citizens to 
Baxter who witnessed Gustafson’s shooting. Ames 
wrote, “I think you will find Dr. D. J. Whiting good 
evidence as to what was said on the street. I am told 
that Dan Bow [Bowe] saw the Swede killed and 
recognized the one who did it. There is good evidence 
here but some people are timid.”59 Whether Baxter 
spoke with Whiting and Bowe was not documented. 
However, neither Whiting nor Bowe testified before 
the grand jury in 1876.

Many witnesses used similar terminology as Ames, 

“I think,” in their recollections of the raid. Baxter 
recognized witnesses who made statements prefaced 
with phrases like “I think,” “I thought” or “I believe” 
were weak candidates for prosecution witnesses. 
These uncertain interjections in their statements 
rendered their accounts inadmissible in court because 
their statements centered on personal opinions not 
facts.60

However, when the Rice County grand jury 
convened, seventeen people were sworn and testified 
as witnesses during the proceedings. They testified in 
secret so the evidence they testified to was not released 
unless they chose to divulge their testimony.

One of the witnesses who testified before the grand 
jury was George French. French came forth two 
weeks after the robbery and said he would testify that 
Gustafson was shot in the head while standing at the 
corner, south of the bank, by Cole Younger. However, 
on November 11 during the legal proceedings, the 
basis for French’s identification of Cole Younger was 
questioned. He provided conflicting details concerning 
Younger’s description to a newspaper reporter prior to 
testifying before the grand jury.61

The reporter wrote, “It is extremely doubtful that the 
witness, French, can swear positively to Cole Younger 
being the man who shot the Swede Gustavson 
[Gustafson]. He [French] based his belief on the color of 
Younger’s hat.62 French told the reporter the man who 
shot Gustafson was “wearing a light hat, and noted him 
as the only one that wore a hat of that color…”

French’s statement actually offered evidence which 
eliminated Younger as the shooter because based on 
information from others interviewed; Cole Younger 
wore a dark hat, not a light hat. Therefore, the reporter 
believed French would be unable to provide positive 
evidence to the grand jury.63

At the conclusion of the grand jury hearing, the 
jurors considered the witnesses’ testimonies and 
evidence presented by Prosecutor Baxter. The jurors 
voted and by majority determined there was probable 
cause to indict the Youngers.64 In the Youngers’ case, 
overwhelming evidence indicated the Youngers were 
involved in the robbery. Clearly, it would have been 
a difficult case for the best attorneys in the country to 
convince a jury that the Youngers were not involved 
in the robbery. Next, the arraignment was scheduled 
which signaled a trial would follow.

At the time of the arraignment, there was an 1868 
Minnesota Law still in effect that prevented a judge 
from giving the death penalty to any defendant who 
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pleaded guilty to a capital crime. Since the 1868 
law applied, the judge could only sentence them to 
a life term in prison if they pled guilty to the crimes 
charged. Alternatively, if they pled not guilty but 
were found guilty, the judge could impose the death 
sentence. During the arraignment, their attorneys 
advised the Youngers to plead guilty to the charges.65-66 
It was sound legal advice.

On November 9, 1876, the Youngers were 
arraigned.67 The defendants appeared in court before 
a judge and indictments were read to Cole, Jim and 
Bob Younger independently. When indictment number 
two, the indictment for Gustafson’s murder, was read, 
Cole Younger pled guilty to Gustafson’s murder. A 
guilty plea was an admission of blameworthiness for 
the crime charged; it was not a confession. Cole never 
confessed to shooting Gustafson.68

Had Younger pleaded not guilty, the judge would 
have set a trial date. Next the prosecutor and defense 
attorneys would have presented a list of witnesses to 
the clerk of court and subpoenas would have been 
issued. In the Youngers’ case, however, the trial 
process ended with the Youngers pleading guilty 
to the first two charges, the murders of Nicolaus 
Gustafson and Joseph Heywood. After entering guilty 
pleas to the charges at the arraignment, Judge Samuel 
Lord sentenced the three Youngers to be confined in 
Stillwater Prison until the end of their natural life.69-70

The claim that Cole Younger was guilty of shooting 
Gustafson did not end there. In 1897, the Youngers’ 
filed pardon applications with the Minnesota Board of 
Pardons. During the hearings, there were those who 
either supported or opposed the Youngers’ parole. 
Those in favor of their parole wrote letters, signed 

petitions and submitted affidavits to the Board of 
Pardons supporting their release while citizens against 
their parole sent letters, signed petitions and affidavits 
in rebuttal.71 It was from the opponents and their 
recollections that new details of the raid appeared 
in news articles. Citizens’ recalled raid events from 
twenty-one years earlier which have been perceived 
by many as factual evidence for Gustafson’s murder.

Three Northfield citizens reported observing 
Gustafson on September 7, 1876 and provided 
the most detailed descriptions of his location and 
injury of all documented accounts in newspapers 
and court records reviewed for the analysis. They 
were: Ellen “Nellie” Ames, wife of John T. Ames; 
Andrew H. Bjoraker, co-owner with his brother, 
Henry, of Bjorakers General Merchandise Store; 
and John O. Olson, a Swedish immigrant and 
Northfield carpenter.72 Contrary to their intent, these 
eyewitnesses’ recollections provided an explanation of 
Gustafson’s death that disproved their 1897 claims.

Bjoraker served as an 1876 witness during the grand 
jury proceedings and filed an affidavit in 1897 with 
the Board of Pardons protesting the Youngers’ parole. 
Like Bjoraker, Ames submitted a sworn statement 
protesting the Youngers’ parole but unlike Bjoraker, 
she was not an 1876 witness during the indictment 
proceedings. While both Bjoraker and Ames submitted 
sworn statements to the Board of Pardons, Olson 
did not. But in 1897, Olson and Bjoraker did release 
their accounts to the local newspaper retelling their 
recollections of the 1876 raid. In 1897, both Bjoraker 
and Olson signed a petition with two-hundred and 
twenty-three other Northfield citizens protesting 
the Youngers’ parole. Olson’s signature on the 
petition protesting the Youngers’ parole was the only 
instrument filed for him with the Board of Pardons. 
Although Olson’s detailed newspaper account was 
not an affidavit, he provided essential information 
about Gustafson’s injury which supports the ricochet 
theory.73-77

In addition to Ellen Ames, John Morton and 
P.S. Dougherty submitted affidavits protesting the 
Youngers’ parole which included testimony about 
Gustafson. Two of the three swore in their affidavits 
they witnessed Cole Younger shoot Gustafson; but, 
Dougherty was positioned at the intersection of 4th 
and Division Streets, near Mill Square more than a 
block north from Gustafson’s position. His ability to 
make a positive identification from that distance was 
questionable. Morton claimed he stood in an alcove 

A 19th Century Medical Trephining Tool. This trephining 
tool is on display in the jail, Marshal’s Home & Museum, 
Independence, Missouri. (Photo by Authors.)
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beside his jewelry store on the west side of Division 
north of the intersection of 5th and Division Streets. 
At Morton’s vantage, it would have been difficult to 
observe Gustafson located directly southwest of his 
position. Furthermore, Morton and Dougherty did not 
present specific details describing Gustafson’s location 
and injury. Therefore, their affidavits had insufficient 
information to be included in the analysis. Only three 
other citizens, F. J. Wilcox, D. J. Whiting and W. H. 
Riddell, filed affidavits protesting the Youngers’ parole 

which were submitted to the Board of Pardons in 
1897. However, these three individuals did not offer 
any information about Gustafson.78-79

Following is a summary of the remarkable details 
the three Northfield citizens recalled twenty-one years 
after the raid. The most detailed description came 
from Ames. According to her recollections, she rode 
into Northfield on 5th Street toward the intersection 
of Division Street; saw Alonzo Bunker holding his 
shoulder when he ran from the alley behind the 

John Ames’ November 14, 1876 letter to Rice County Prosecutor George N. Baxter. 
(Courtesy of Minnesota Historical Society, St. Paul, Minnesota, “The Northfield (Minnesota) 
Bank Robbery of 1876” (M468) selected manuscript collections and government records, 
microform reel 3).
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buildings which had storefronts on Division Street. 
She asked him what happened and he responded he 
had been shot and he continued to run west on 5th 
Street. Ames continued to travel east on 5th Street. 
Henry Beneke, a local grocer, approached her and 
advised that she get off her carriage before she got 
hurt. Beneke helped her get down onto the street. An 
unnamed man led her horse and carriage away. She 
continued to walk toward the intersection of Division. 
As she approached the corner, she saw men coming 
up the stairs from the basement establishment which 
she identified as a saloon. Ames described the last man 
up the stairs appeared intoxicated. 80-83 The stairs these 
men came up accessed the cellar below the Bjorakers 
building. Ames said she witnessed Cole Younger shoot 
the last man [Gustafson] up.

The second account examined was Andrew H. 
Bjoraker’s statement reported in an 1897 Northfield 
newspaper. Bjoraker remembered during the first few 
minutes of the raid, he observed the robbers riding 
horses in a circle on Division Street. During those first 
few minutes, he stood partially in the doorway of his 
store and on the sidewalk. His brother, Henry, stayed 

outside at the corner of the store. While outside the 
store, Henry saw a man [Gustafson] shot, here in front 
of the store.84 After Henry said a man had been shot, 
Andrew left the store, walked to the store corner and 
looked west where he saw the man [Gustafson] lying 
on the ground on 5th Street. Andrew was confronted 
by one of the robbers so he went back into the store 
and stood so he was positioned behind one of the stone 
pillars and looked out onto Division Street through the 
window.

Next, Andrew saw one of the robbers on horseback 
[Chadwell] ride southeast of the store to the middle of 
the intersection where the rider [Chadwell] was shot. 
The robber [Chadwell] dropped his reins and his horse 

Table 1: 1876 Grand Jury Witnesses. Demographic 
information determined from the US Census and 
Minnesota Territorial and State Census. *Estimated age 
in 1876.

Cole Younger. (Photo Courtesy of Sue Garwood, Executive 
Director of Rice County Historical Society, Faribault, 
Minnesota.)
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jumped. The horse turned and went north back up 
Division Street where the robber [Chadwell] fell from 
his horse about four storefronts north of Division and 
5th Streets. As soon as the man [Chadwell] fell from 
his horse, Andrew ran over to him. When he reached 
the robber [Chadwell] on the street, citizens told him 
the bank was being robbed and that was when he first 
realized the strangers on horseback were bank robbers. 
He went back across Division Street to his store. 
While Andrew crossed the street to return to his store, 
a robber passed him on horseback and another robber 
who seemed to have been standing guard during the 
raid south of the store mounted his horse and left 
going south toward Dundas.85

Olson’s eyewitness version of the raid was the 
third account included for the analysis since he, like 
Ames and Bjoraker, recalled with extraordinary detail 
the 1876 events. Olson was working in the cellar of 
the Bjorakers Building when he heard gunfire. So he 
went to the corner of 5th and Division where he was 
confronted by one of the robbers. He saw Carl Onstad, 
a child, crying in the street and the child’s father, 
Gilbert Onstad. The crying child and parent drew the 
robber’s attention away from Olson. The robber rode 
over to the Onstads. About that same time, Olson saw 
a man [Chadwell] fall on the other side of the street. 
Olson then turned and ran down 5th Street where he 
encountered Gustafson about halfway the outside 
stairs.86

Olson said Gustafson was struck by a ball just as 
they met about ten feet from the corner of the store. 
Gustafson bumped Olson and fell backwards while 
Olson continued to run back to the cellar where he 
had been working. He was going to return to help 
the Swede but upon looking out, he was confronted 
again by a robber. The next time he looked out, he saw 
Gustafson running toward the river where he washed 
his wound and was walking back up 5th Street. Olson 
said he and the robbers went to check on Gustafson 
and Olson took him to the Norwegian hotel where he 
called a doctor and Gustafson was treated. Olson and 
another man took care of Gustafson until his death 
four days after the injury. Olson was of the opinion 
Gustafson was shot by one of the robbers. “I believe 
he [Gustafson] was shot by the robber guarding the 
corner. He was there during the entire time I was out 
of the cellar and was shooting all the time in every 
direction and was evidently set there to guard the 
corner.”87

Despite the fact that Baxter could not find a single 

witness to Gustafson’s murder at the time of the 
Youngers’ indictment in 1876, in 1897 and years 
subsequent to 1897, witnesses were forthcoming 
with unprecedented claims that Cole Younger shot 
Gustafson during the raid. However, when Baxter 
learned of these statements during the Board of 
Pardon proceedings, he sent the following telegram to 
Governor David Marston Clough.88

Cole and Jim Younger were released in 1901 on 
parole after serving twenty-five years. Their youngest 
brother, Bob, served a life sentence. He succumbed to 
tuberculosis in Stillwater Prison on September 16, 1889 

Harold Thorson’s grandson, Robert Thorson, described 
the outside stairs in his undated handwritten account 
of the Thorson family in which he also described the 
Thorson building. In 1876, Harold and his wife, Carrie, 
lived upstairs where she observed the raid while Harold 
was in the basement. Bjorakers General Merchandising 
Store occupied the street level of the building at the time 
of the raid. (Journal entry courtesy of Robert Thorson’s 
wife, Harriett Thorson, Cannon Falls, Minnesota; and Harold 
Thorson’s descendants: Great Granddaughters Faye Wirtz, 
Stillwater, Minnesota and Janet Moore, Menlo, California; 
Great Great Granddaughter Deborah Cunningham, Angels 
Camp, California; and Great Great Grandnephew, Orville J. 
Dovre, Ridgecrest, California.)
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Rice County Prosecuting Attorney George N Baxter’s July 13, 1897 Western Union telegram to Minnesota Governor 
Clough. (Courtesy of Minnesota Historical Society, St. Paul, Minnesota, “The Northfield (Minnesota) Bank Robbery of 
1876” (M468) selected manuscript collections and government records (microform reel 3).
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after serving thirteen years.
When released from prison, Cole Younger continued 

to deny that he shot Gustafson. Cole Younger’s view 
concerning Gustafson’s death was that one of the 
Northfield citizens accidentally shot him. “My theory 
always has been that the man, Gustafson, who was 
shot down in the street, was struck by a glancing shot 
from some of the citizen’s rifles, as they were blazing 
away at the time.”89

Historians and researchers may never know 
Gustafson’s complete story which took place the 
day of the raid. However, the preponderance of 
evidence supports the theory that Gustafson’s cause 
of death was from an accidental bullet ricochet, one 
that originated from a weapon fired by a Northfield 
citizen, Manning, Wheeler or Stacy being the primary 
shooter. The evidence does not support the claim that 
Cole Younger or any of the robbers shot Gustafson 
at any distance and especially not point blank. Given 
an opportunity to conduct further research, forensic 
pathologists and firearms experts may be able to 
recover additional physical evidence which could 
provide answers to questions regarding Gustafson’s 
untimely death. •
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