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Actual settlement of the four Northeastern Indiana Counties of DeKalb, Noble, Lagrange and Steuben began about 1832.  The initial degree of settlement was typical of most Northern Indiana Counties.  

From the beginning, these Counties were the center of operation for criminal and thieves of every description.  They tended to concentrate in the area in Northern Noble County called the Tamarack Swamp near the village of Rome, now called Rome City.  The area was swampy and hardly habitable but made an excellent place to hide wanted men and stolen property.  

William Latta, William Hill and George Ulmer were apparently the most notorious of the original group of thieves.  They came to Noble County in 1834 from Summit County, Ohio, where they had been part of the gang of James Brown; a notorious counterfeiter.  Latta established a sawmill and apparently used it as a front for his criminal activities.  

One of the midwests most notorious criminals of the era played a big part of the actual organization of the Northeastern Indiana ring of criminals.  Sile Doty was known from England to Mexico for his daring criminal exploits.  From 1834 on, his residence was in Steuben County, Indiana.  In his autobiography entitled “The Life of Sile Doty” he tells of first going to Noble County in 1834 and describes the gang of criminals located there as follows:

This organization consisted of every possible grade of a mean rascal thieves, counterfeiters, burglars and highwaymen – who were guilty of every act that could be called crime, under the law.  

He further states that he soon became “head chief” over the immense body of men and “ruled with an iron will”.  Doty described the original group of Noble County criminals as an inefficient ring prior to his coming.  He immediately took the matter in hand and brought it up to his “standard of doing and thinking”.  

During this period, Doty’s activities extended into Canada, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Indiana and Illinois.  He had his gang burglarized stores and warehouses and used stolen horses and wagons to transport the merchandise to a distant point for sale or trade.  In his book, Doty describes a successful trip east during the latter part of 1836.  On their return, they stole two good horses near Detroit.  He continues:

These we took to Indiana, and exchanged them for a span of stolen ones coming from Illinois……We made this exchange at the Tamarack House, in Noble County, Indiana.  Here we found hid in the woods, several horses from different section of the country – Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois being represented by men and horses.  This seemed a central place for all kinds of bad men to gather, particularly if they wished to elude the officers for which it was an admirable hiding place.  It was, in the first place, a new country, with large and heavy forests, and a very large percent of the population were tainted with the natural disposition to do wrong instead of right.  
After making some arrangements for the future, we left this thieves’ retreat and returned to Detroit, where we sold our horses to a man who wanted a team to use in the interior part of the state.  

Noble County was established as a place of refuge for wanted men and as a clearinghouse for stolen property.  With so many thieves present in the county, the property and horses of the local residents were frequently the target of the “blacklegs” as they came to be called.  No settlers’ property was secure.  The Indians who remained in the County at that time lost many ponies to the blacklegs.  

In 1838 one of the blacklegs made a proposition to an honest merchant for the use of his store for the passing of counterfeit money.  The merchant at first refused but after discussing the proposition with his neighbors concluded that his cooperation might afford an opportunity to obtain evidence against the blacklegs.  He did then consent to assist in the passing of counterfeit money for the blacklegs and thereby became well acquainted with the principals and methods of the gang.  Eventually he disclosed the evidence he had obtained to the legal authorities.  This resulted in the arrest of two horse thieves in Hawpatch.  The arrests greatly excited the Noble County citizens and many of them immediately went to Stone’s Tavern south of Ligonier where the prisoners were made.  All of the prisoners were held at Stone’s Tavern.  Many of the citizens who gathered there favored taking the law into their own hands and then and there meeting out the punishment they believed the thieves deserved.  They were assured, however, that the thieves would be dealt with according to the law and desisted from further hostile demonstrations.  
Trials for several of the prisoners were held at the Tavern before a Justice of the Peace and lasted ten days.  While probably not meeting today’s standards of justice, the trials probably met the standards of that day.  Convictions were apparently obtained in those cases actually tried.  

Nine remaining prisoners were bound over to the next term of the Noble Circuit Court.  Two were sent to Goshen and seven to Fort Wayne for detention pending trial.  The two sent to Goshen were soon released under a writ of habeous corpus and the seven sent to Fort Wayne broke out of jail and escaped.  Thus ended the first attack on the blacklegs.  

The citizens of Noble County apparently had a brief reprieve from the criminal activities of the blacklegs but were no doubt disappointed by the inability of the law to deal with them.  

It was not long, however, until the blacklegs were back in business.  As their notoriety spread they attracted more of their kind to Noble County.  Noble County was known from coast to coast as a center of criminal activity.  It was said:

Every man, who has traveled through the Western States, has been startled at the rehearsal of the deeds of crime and infamy committed in Noble County, under the supervision of a well organized, well disciplined band of counterfeiters and horse thieves.  Indeed, the county of Noble had become so notorious, for being the citadel of all villains, that hones men traveling from Noble County to other sections of the country were ashamed to own from whence they came.  

The presence of the extensive criminal element in the county inhibited its further settlement by honest persons.  As stated in the old adage – “Birds of a feather flock together.”  It was not long until the blacklegs were able to infiltrate the county government, particularly the law enforcement agencies.  Also, many seemingly respectable and honest men were recruited as receivers of stolen property and passers of counterfeit money.  By the late 1840’s the county was entirely infiltrated by the blacklegs and their confederates.  
Goodspeed in his History of Noble County vividly describes the situation:

It was the harbor of all villains.  It was where they found sympathy and encouragement, security and assistance.  Here they could dispose of stolen property.  Here they obtained counterfeit bank bills and bogus silver coin.  Here they were secreted from irate owners of stolen property and from pursuing peace officers.  All this assistance, security and protection was furnished by resident blacklegs, men of seeming integrity, who were often wholly unsuspected by their nearest neighbors of having any complicity in the nefarious practices.  Further than this, the very men secretly engaged in assisting criminal procedure were elected to the most prominent official positions in the county.  The County Sheriff at one time (and perhaps others) was a notorious blackleg.  It was nearly impossible to secure a jury of honest men.  Lawyers were blacklegs.  Constables in every township were corrupt and criminal.  For these reasons, the laws were inefficient and powerless.  In all lawsuits other than against blacklegs, the demands of justice were strictly compiled with as far as the blacklegs were concerned, as it was their interest to appear hones and law-abiding.  But, where horse-thieves or passers of counterfeit money were charged with crime and arraigned, it was found next to impossible to convict them.  They usually managed to escape on one pretext or another.  
While most of the gang was centered in Noble County, the other Northeastern Indiana Counties were not free from their activities.  It is not believed that the county governments of the other counties were so thoroughly infiltrated by blacklegs, however.  

It was against this background that the Indiana Legislature passed a most unusual Act on March 9, 1852.  The title was “An Act to authorize the formation of companies for the detention and apprehension of Horse Thieves and other felons, and defining their powers.”  The act was in ten sections and only took about a page and a half in the 1852 Acts of Indiana.  

Section One provided.....any number of persons, citizens of the State of Indiana, not less than ten nor more than one hundred, may, and hereby authorized to form themselves into a company for the purpose of detecting and apprehending horse thieves and other felons, as hereinafter provided.  

Section Two set forth the procedure by which such companies were to be formed.  The first step was the preparation of articles of association and by-laws which were required to contain the name of the company; the number, names, and addresses of the initial members; and the term of existence, and to exceed ten years.  These documents were to be presented to the Board of County Commissioners in which a majority of the members resided.  In the event the Board approved the objects of the association and the by-laws, the association was deemed organized and incorporated under the provision of the act.  The Board of Commissioners were empowered to strike the name of any member from the association, if they deemed the public good to require it.  They could at any time request the secretary of the association to report, under oath, the name and residence of every member of the association.  The articles of association were to be filed and recorded in the Office of the County Recorder.  

Section Three stated that such an organization “shall be a body politic and corporate”.  This provision gave an association a corporate status and perhaps a quasi-public status.  

The Fourth section permitted the company to elect or appoint such officers as it deemed necessary for its organization.  Officers could serve either with or without compensation.  

Section Five required the constitution and by-laws to be consistent with the laws of the State of Indiana and of the United States.  A majority of the company was given the power to enforce obedience to the constitution and by-laws.  This provision is significant in that it gave the company members the apparently unrestricted power to enforce compliance with its constitution and by-laws.  
Sections Six and seven permitted the companies to adopt their own quorum requirements and to expel members in the manner and for such cause as was set forth in the by-laws.  

Section Eight required the company to certify the names of new and expelled members to the County Recorder.  Thus the names of all current members of a company was always a matter of public record.  

Section Nine gave the companies power to accept donations of property and to assess taxes or impose fines upon their members.  As will be pointed out in more detail later, this provision authorized a concept closely akin to Mutual Insurance Company.  

The last section was the most significant.  I quote:  Such company shall have the power to call their aid the peace officers of this State, in accordance with law, in the pursuit and apprehension of felons, and reclaiming stolen property, and each and every one of the members of such company, when engaged in arresting offenders against the criminal laws of this State, shall be entitled to all the rights and privileges of Constables.

The effect of this provision was to make a constable out of every member of a company.  In essence, the company acted under complete authority of the law in the pursuit of its purposes.  

In my research, I have not had access to materials which would enable me to ascertain whether this Act was an original Act or whether it was adopted from a similar Act in another state.  Neither have I been able to determine whether the Act was enacted by the Indiana Legislature specifically for the situation then existing in Northeastern Indiana or whether it was general legislation.  The 1852 Session of the Legislature resulted in the first complete codification of the Laws of Indiana.  I speculate that it would have probably been quite easy to have secured the enactment of such legislation during such as session.  At first glance the Act appears rather innocuous and even desirable.  A close reading indicates that the Act does, though, create a potential monster.  
The first company in Northeastern Indiana was not formed until four years after the Act was passed.   The firs company formed on September 20, 1856, and was known as the LaGrange County Rangers.  The Preamble of this Company’s Constitution begins:

We the undersigned, for the purpose of promoting the general good, for the protection of our property and families, and for the apprehension of horse thieves and other felons, do ….organize ourselves into a society, and agree to be governed by the following articles of association:  

The articles then proceeded to provide for a President, Vice-President, Secretary, Treasurer, and two directors and for the mechanical affairs of the Company.  The initiation fee was set at two dollars.  In addition, the directors, subject to a vote of the membership were authorized to assess a tax on the members of the company, not to exceed fifty cents on each one hundred dollars assessed valuation.  Regular meetings were to be held the last Saturday of September, December, March and June, “to confer and advise with each other and for the general good of the cause”.  
Membership was not to exceed fifty at one time and one negative vote was sufficient to preclude any applicant from membership.  The term of existence was to be eight years.  

Article Twelve stated that “Every member of this society, guilty of any misdemeanor, shall be entitled to a fair hearing before the society.  This provision was pursuant to Section Five of the Act which gave companies the power to themselves enforce obedience to their by-laws.  

During the next year, several other companies were formed in Noble, LaGrange, Steuben, and DeKalb Counties.  Among these were the Noble County Invincible, the Angola Regulators, and the DeKalb County Horse Thief Detecting Society.  The number and strength of the Regulators, as they came to be called, mounted substantially during the latter part of 1857.  

On January 8, 1858, several different companies met together at Wright’s Corners in LaGrange County.  From this meeting there resulted a kind of regional organization of Regulators which was referred to as the Central Committee.  The Central Committee elected officers and apparently made plans for a demonstration of strength and unity to be held on January 16, 1858, at the Old Settler’s Meeting in Kendallville.  The most important result of the meeting was the adoption of a Preamble and Resolutions.  Because of the great significance of this document, I will quote it in full:

Whereas, the counties of LaGrange and Noble are infested with

Blacklegs, burglars, and petty thieves, to such a degree, that the prospect of our citizens is very insecure; and 

Whereas, the tavern kept at Wright’s Corners, by Benjamin F. Wilson, is believed to be the rendezvous for these infernal banditti, who carry on their depredations upon the unsuspecting; and 

Whereas we have reason to believe that the said B.F. Wilson is an accomplice of these villains, protecting them as far as lies in his power; securing them, and aiding them and abetting them; and 

Whereas, there has been counterfeit money passed at the house of said Wilson under circumstances which justify the belief that it was done by his knowledge and consent, and that he shared a part of the booty obtained thereby; and

Whereas we are believers in a doctrine of popular sovereignty; that the people of this country are the real sovereigns, and that whatever the laws, made by those to whom they have delegated their authority are found to be inadequate for their protection, it is the right of the people to take the protection of their property into their own hands, and deal with these villains according to their just deserts; and

Whereas, it is notorious that the civil laws are totally inadequate to the protection of the property of our citizens against the depredations of the vampires, who curse the earth with their presence, living upon the plunder taken from the honest, the industrious, and often the indigent portion of the community; and

Whereas, the citizen of other states have set us an example in this matter, taking the protection of their property into their own hands, and whenever they take the villains, offer them up as a tribute to humanity; therefore

Resolved, that we will use our utmost exertions to bring these villains to justice, by assisting to take them wherever they may be found, and that, when taken, we will deal with them in such a manner as to us may seem just and efficient.  

Resolved, that we will hold B.F. Wilson responsible for all depredations which may be committed at his house, by such persons as he may harbor; by passing counterfeit money, or any other overt act, and that we will deal with him in such a manner as we would deal with the real depredators.  

Resolved, that in case any individual endorsing the preamble and resolutions offered by this committee, should from such an endorsement, suffer loss by fire or otherwise, that will all be, and by these presents to bind ourselves to make all loss good to him – such an individual bearing his proportion.  

Resolved, that these proceedings be published in the LaGrange Standard.  

This document was signed by one hundred and thirty Regulators.  The Resolution is a startling declaration!  It is literally a pledge to extra-legal action by a large group of people.  Was the meeting calm and deliberate, or was it a volatile mob bent on violence?  

The resolution itself is well-drafted and appears to have perhaps been written by a member of the bar.  This possibility is more evident when it is compared to other rather poorly-drafted Constitution of the LaGrange County Rangers.  If this is the case, one can speculate that it was prepared in advance and merely adopted at the meeting.  

It is curious that one person, Benjamin F. Wilson, was singled out by the document.  Note that the meeting was held at Wright’s Corners, the location of Wilson’s place of business.  It seems that a volatile mob would have taken immediate action toward a target close at hand rather than merely promising to do so in a rather formal and legalistic document.  

Another interesting aspect to the document is the mutual pledge of indemnity to any Regulator who lost property as a result of signing the resolution.  This is no doubt a carryover from the provision in the Regulator by-laws for the indemnification of losses.  

The resolution states that the proceedings were to be published in the LaGrange Standard.  It is possible that the Resolution was originally intended to merely threaten and scare the blacklegs.  
In my opinion, all indications lead to the conclusion that the Resolution was the product of a calm gathering of concerned citizens and that the ultimate result of the meeting and Resolution was not contemplated.  

The next activity of the Regulators took place at Kendallville at the Old Settlers’ Meeting on January 16, 1858.  Over three hundred Regulators assembled prior to the meeting and formed a double file parade through the streets of the town.   Many of the members carried mottoes and banners.  One of these depicted the scene of the capture of a criminal with the legend “No Expense to the County”.  The parade proceeded to the Baptist Church where several speeches were made in support of the Wright’s Corners Resolution.  Contemporary sources indicate that the determination and plans of those who signed the resolution was set forth in bold and daring language.  

Those assembled apparently concluded to take further action and selected James McConnel, a prominent member of the Noble County Invincibles, to arrest certain Blacklegs.  He was provided with a posse of fifteen Regulators to assist him.  

The next day, January 17, 1858, McConnel proceeded to the village of Rome with his posse and arrested nine prominent blacklegs.  Those arrested were Miles Payne, Gregory McDougle, Sol Stout, Malcomb Burnam, Davis, French, Joseph Hall, William Hall and E. Kessler.  The arrested men were immediately taken to Ligonier and placed in custody of the proper Regulator officers to await investigation by the Central Committee.  

At this point, the Central Committee apparently appointed a secret committee to conduct the investigation, as it was called.  The History of Regulators of Northern Indiana describes the procedure:

The practice of bringing every prisoner before the committee for examination, for the purpose of procuring confessions and developments, dates from the beginning of Regulating.  Hence, whenever anyone was caught, upon whom competent evidence of guilt could be found, he was forthwith taken to some private apartment and there placed under the care of the committee, whose duty it was to ask of him a free and voluntary confession of all his knowledge concerning the blacklegs of Northern Indiana.  These confessions were not intended to be exhorted through fear or favor, but were invariably called for in a voluntary manner.  In some instances where good advice and gentle means failed to accomplish the desired effort, a more rigid course of treatment was resorted to.  

Goodspeed in his History of Noble County reports that a “more rigid course of treatment” was resorted to more often than not.  He states in a footnote:  

Prominent men at Ligonier, who were Regulators and who participated in the examination and punishment of the blacklegs, informed the writer that several of the criminals refused to confess until they were threatened with lynching.  Ropes were brought in and even placed around the necks of the villains; this generally brought them to their senses.  It is said that one man was actually suspended by the neck for a few minutes, and then let loose, after which his confession was given without further ceremony.  
Suffice it to say that the Committees’ investigation was not pursuant to the Anglo-Saxon legal principals!

The arrest of nine blacklegs caused a great deal of excitement throughout Northeastern Indiana.  Many people came to Ligonier to participate in the excitement.  Within two days the town was full of people anxiously awaiting the first report of the Committee.  The first investigation to be completed was that concerning the case of Malcomb Burnham.  

In his History of Orange Township, M.F. Owen describes the reaction of the people:

A report reached the excited populace that a vote taken had resulted in a decree to hang, and word was at once taken to Burnham who was under heavy guard, that the secret committee had unanimously decreed him to hang; Burnham fell fainting.  A motion was made to reconsider; it was carried and a second vote was taken, and Burnham lost by a very small majority.  The committee reported their action to the Regulators and citizens.  The surging crowd swayed to and fro, for and against the prisoner; blanched faces turned heavenward invoking Divine Providence to decree that the excited people should be controlled by cooler heads.   Excited speakers jumped up on dry goods boxes or platforms and yelled “Hear! Hear!”  Then the eloquent power of pleading words were brought into play.  The excited people were admonished against taking a life of a human being.  Dr. James Z. Gower … is perhaps entitled to the credit of saving the neck of Malcomb Burnham.  Dr. Gower poured forth eloquent language that the time would come when in their cool, calmer judgment; they would thank high heaven that they had heeded his words.  The crowd at last consented to put it to a vote to determine if Burnham was to pay the penalty of death or not.  They agreed to divide on each side of the street; one side for death, the other against.  

At the time excitement ran the highest; the friends rushed to friends, pleading for the sake of humanity to save Burnham’s life; speakers tried to convince the excited crowd against carrying out the rash act of the committee.  Tears flowed down many cheeks like rain, and men asked in the name of God to spare the life of a man who had been deprived of the right of trial by jury.  

What a moment of despair, how dark the result.  The line was divided --- men moved to each side of the Street; the count was made, and Burnham was saved by but a few votes.  

Thus Malcomb Burnham was spared from the hangman’s noose.  Burnham had in fact confessed to no crime himself, but had given evidence of the misdeeds of many other blacklegs.  The History of Regulators in Northern Indiana does not contain the above account but does state that Burnham was turned over to the United States Deputy Marshal from the Southern District of Indiana who took him to Indianapolis where he was tried, convicted and sentenced for a two year term. 
Others of those arrested were released for want of testimony.  Still others, after due investigation before the committees, and a proper development of facts sufficient to warrant a substantial cause of action, were handed over to the authorities, to be dealt with according to law.  This is rather inconsistent in view of the Resolution indicating the inadequateness of the existing legal system and authorities.  

On January 25, 1858 the Investigating Committee focused their attention on Gregory McDougle.  Deputy United States Marshal Halstead of Michigan stated under oath that in Canada a reward had been offered for the arrest and conviction of McDougle for robbery, jail breaking and murder.  The Marshal testified that he had been to Canada and there learned that McDougle had killed a jailers wife in order to free his brother from confinement.  Other witnesses testified that McDougle had murdered a school teacher in Canada and had tortured an old Scotchman with fire during a robbery.  

The committee was apparently satisfied that McDougle had committed murder, however, and issued the following report:

We, the committee appointed by the Noble County Invincibles, to collect and investigate the evidence in the case of Gregory McDougle, now pending before the society, ask to make the following report:

After having made a full and fair investigation of all the testimony, and having found, during said investigation, evidence of an unmistakable character, charging the said Gregory McDougle with murder, do recommend, that the said McDougle be hung by the neck until dead, on Tuesday, the 26th day of January, 1858, at 2 o’clock P.M.  

The report was received and adopted by the Central Committee whereupon the following Resolution was immediately passed:


Resolved, That the Captains of the several companies, in Noble and adjoining counties, notify the members of their companies, respectively, to appear at Ligonier on the day of the execution, at the hour of 12 noon, and that each Captain be requested to escort his own company into the village in regular file and good order.  

Word soon spread throughout the several counties of the death sentence and the order of the Central Committee.  Regulators began preparations to go to Ligonier the next day to assist in the execution.  Citizens prepared to go to witness the execution.  A blackleg was to be hung!
Gregory McDougle had apparently been uncooperative during the course of the investigation and had not taken the proceedings seriously.  After all, the Committee had not, up to that point, taken any real action.  

Upon being informed of his fate, McDougle became confused and began to make random remarks denying that he had ever committed murder but admitting that he had committed numerous thefts.  He was told that, if he desired to make a confession he should wait for someone to commit it to writing.  He stated that he desired to make a confession.  

He then asked if he wished to speak to a clergyman.  He replied that he did and requested that his wife and child be sent for.  A messenger was sent for his wife and child in Rome City.  After a short meeting with a minister McDougle made a comprehensive confession of his various criminal exploits.  By his confession he admitted stealing thirty-four horses within the preceding year, breaking two jails, robbing four stores, and two tanneries, taking the entire loads of two peddlers; and passing large amounts of counterfeit money.  He did not confess to having committed murder but in fact denied it.  

Word of his confession soon spread among the many persons gathered in Ligonier.  Its contents seemed to intensify the determination of those gathered to effectuate the decision of the Investigating Committee.  There was no demonstration such as had occurred in the case of Burnham.  

Gregory McDougle was twenty-seven years old wand was the father of a child about one year old.  His wife and baby arrived at about 7:00 AM on the morning of the twenty-sixth.  He immediately told her of the sentence.  She fainted into his arms and begged to be hung with him.  He calmed her and counseled her to train up the baby in a proper manner.  

The morning train brought several hundred people to Ligonier.  Many more came by buggy and on horseback.  A carnival atmosphere prevailed.  The festivities were to take place at Diamond Hill about two miles southeast of Ligonier.  Any of you who have been in the Ligonier area have no doubt noticed this hill.  It is an unusually large hill for this part of the country and overlooks Diamond Lake in the valley to the South.  

McDougle was permitted to say a final goodbye to his wife and child.  About noon he was placed in a wagon along side his coffin and headed for Diamond Hill.  The Regulators and a large crowd of spectators followed.  

At the top of Diamond Hill a rope and noose were tied to the limb of a large tree.  A plank was extended from the bed of the wagon to a prop behind the wagon.  

The condemned man was given a final chance to address his fellow man.  The crowed became very solemn.  He spoke for about five minutes during which he continued to deny that he had committed murder.  He advised young men to take warning of his fate and vindicated the intention of the Regulators to break up the gang.  He finally declared on his belief that God had forgiven his sins.  

His face was covered.  The rope was placed around his neck.  The wagon was driven forward.  In a few minutes Gregory McDougle was pronounced dead.  

He was then placed in the coffin and delivered to his wife for burial.  He was buried in a small cemetery north of Rome City where his tombstone may still be seen.  
The hanging of Gregory McDougle apparently had the desired effect upon the blacklegs.  They are reported to have scattered in all directions thereafter.  

The events between January 9 and January 26 1858 are intriguing from legal and sociological standpoints.  The hanging of McDougle was not the work of a passionate and heated mob.  The Regulators were the leaders and most respected members of the community.  They had many members and a wide base of support.  

The act of March 9, 1852 gave them the color of legal authority, but surely did not contemplate such gross action.  The whole affair began with the Wright’s Corners Resolution which I have concluded was originally intended as a threat to the blacklegs.  The movement gained momentum with the demonstration at the Old Settler’s Meeting in Kendallville.  

I theorize that the situation gradually got out of hand and was permitted to go beyond the intentions of the Regulators.  An interesting sidelight is the fact that only one company of Regulators was legally formed prior to the passing of the death sentence.  

The Allen County Reconnoiters were organized December 1, 1857.  This was the only properly organized company in Noble County until the Lisbon Rangers filed their articles of Association on January 23, 1858.  The Albion Rangers Association filed their Articles on January 25, 1858 the same day Gregory McDougle was sentenced to hang.  The Noble County Invincibles played a big role in the activities but were not legally formed until February 6, 1858 about two weeks after Gregory McDougle was hung.  This leads to the speculation that the Regulators took action, realized that they had better themselves comply with the law, and then belatedly took steps to do so.  Perhaps also the formal organization into the horse thief detecting society enabled them to rationalize what would have otherwise been a lynching, pure and simple.

I have found no evidence that any of the Regulators were in anyway questioned by the legal authorities for their acts.  Instead, the contemporary press lauds them.  

One fact does suggest that the Regulators were publicly criticized for their activities.  I have quoted several times from a book called History of the Regulators of Northern Indiana.  This sixty-seven page book was published in 1859, ‘by order of the Central Committee.’  It does rather objectively state what happened between January 9 and January 26; quotes the confessions verbatim and provides what is apparently factual background information.  The author of the book is not given.  Its legalistic language suggests that it was written by M.H. Mott who is listed as the Secretary of the Central Committee and whose advertisement as an attorney at law and notary public appear on the back cover.  The book is very clearly an effort to justify the action of the Regulators and the Central Committee.  

Was their action justified?   The allegations of murder were apparently the real basis of McDougles sentence.  His other crimes were no worse than several of the other blacklegs who confessed.  The only evidence of murder was the Deputy Marshal who stated McDougle had been charged with murder.  At no place did the Committee state that he had in fact committed murder.  At most the Deputy Marshals’ testimony was double and probably multiple hearsay evidence, there being no showing that he had been in Canada at the time the alleged murder was committed.  Goodspeed, in his History of Noble County published in 1882, states positively that the persons who were allegedly murdered by McDougle were later found to be alive and well in Canada.  Even if McDougle committed the Canadian murders, a Noble County, Indiana court or other legal authority would certainly have no right under any theory of law to try, convict, and execute him.  
On one hand, one can sympathize with the Regulators on the basis of more than twenty years of inaction by the proper legal authorities against the blacklegs.  Such sympathy is diminished, however, by the fact that all of the Blacklegs arrested, other than McDougle, were turned over to the proper legal authorities.  

Were the Regulators themselves free from the taint of the blacklegs?  One, perhaps not too credible source, alleges that some of them were not.  In his autobiography written in 1880, Sile Doty, the organizer of the blacklegs states:

When the summer of 1848 arrived I was in readiness to commence business.  My place was frequented of the most desperate characters.  Stolen horses were brought to me, and I forwarded them on to another point, or put them in the market.  This was sort of a partnership we carried on, the local center of which was Noble County, Indiana ......

Many of them, who, ten years after, helped persecute others, were at this time the ring-leading thieves in that region.  Could I have been free in 1858 I would have made some of them “bite the dust”.  I have reference now to the men who assisted in the hanging of McDougle.

Sile Doty was in the Michigan State Prison in 1858 and thus was not exposed to the Regulators.   

The Regulators movement grew rapidly after January, 1858.  In Noble County alone, ten new companies were formed during 1858.  The History of the Regulators in Northern Indiana lists thirty-nine different companies of Northeastern Indiana.  The names of some of the companies are amusing:



Angola Regulators



Albion Rangers



Allen Reconnoiterers


Cedar Creek Protectors



DeKalb County Horse Thief Detecting Society



Eden Police



Independent Self-Protectors



LaGrange Self-Protecting Association


Leesburg Horse Company



Police Guards



Springfield Spies



Sparta Guards



Wolf Lake Sharpers



Warsaw Horse Thief Company

In Allen County, Indiana the following companies existed:



Kekionga Guards



Perry Rangers



Lafayette Rangers



New Haven Vigilantes



Adams Township Rangers



Saint Joseph Detectives



Springfield Detectives

Despite the decline of the blacklegs the companies to exist for many years.  I have no direct evidence but suspect they acted in much the same capacity as Sheriffs’ Posses and Police Reserves act today.  

Also, many of the Articles of Association contained a Mutual Insurance provision which could have made it advantageous to continue.  I supposed too that the organizations could have been primarily social.  

On December 21, 1864, the Indiana Legislature enacted another statute similar to but watered down from the Act of 1852.  The 1865 Act cut down the power of the companies and provided that those members who were to act as constables had to be specifically designated as such by the Board of County Commissioners.  The latter act continued the indemnification provision.  

Upon the expiration of the original terms of existence many of the companies re-established themselves under the Act of 1865.  There were also a number of new companies formed.  The latest company which I have discovered was the Concord Regulators Association which was formed in DeKalb County March 7, 1890, with thirteen members.  

As late as 1889, Noble County Regulators were called upon to pursue another notorious Noble County horse thief, Marvin Kuhns, a second generation blackleg.  But that’s another story.  

The 53rd Annual Convention of the National Horsethief Detective Association as held at Wabash, Indiana, in October 1913.  The Association was apparently formed in 1860 but appears to have been on the decline in 1913.  The Journal of the Association lists 221 member companies in Indiana and Ohio but none from Allen or the other Northeastern Indiana Counties.  Most were from Central Indiana.  The authorization Act was not repealed by Indian Legislature until 1984.  

I am continuing to do research in this area and would appreciate any information, leads or references that any of you might be able to provide.  

I hope you have enjoyed the story of the Blacklegs, Regulators and the Hanging of Gregory McDougle as much as I have.  Thank you.  

· John Martin Smith, Attorney at Law

Auburn, Indiana
