
The Joe Williams and Earl McHargue Families in the Elk City Area

Joseph Samuel Williams was born on his family’s farm west of Grangeville on 9 Feb 1884.  He was the son of Gideon Thompson Williams (25 Oct 1851 – 22 Dec 1921) and Cora Alma Moss Williams (21 Sep 1853 – 6 Jun 1894), who had come to Idaho from Tennessee.  In 1893, the family sold their farm and bought Tom Aram’s home and livery stable in Mt. Idaho, where Gid worked as stationary engineer at the flour mill.  The family had six children, not counting one who was stillborn:


Robert Henry Machesney (“Mackey”), born 18 Dec 1881;


Joseph Samuel (“Joe”), born 9 Feb 1884;


Elizabeth Goode, born 17 Jun 1885;


Emma Alice, born June 1888;


William Taylor, born 30 Mar 1891;


Rosa Claire, born 18 Apr 1893.
Ȁ

When Joe was only ten years old, his mother died after a stillbirth.  Afterwards, Joe lived with his dad and brother Mackey, and moved with them to Elk City in 1895, but Joe largely raised himself from the age of 11.  (The younger Williams children were raised by other families.)  In 1895, at the age of 11, Joe learned to pack on horses and mules.  He came to prefer mules, because as he said, “they don’t run into trees a second time.” 
 During the next few years, Joe became expert at throwing hitches and began to make his own saddle trees and even saddles. Even before he was grown, Joe was known as an excellent packer.  He did all kinds of work.  The 1900 U.S. Census lists him as working in Dixie as a day laborer.
 

On 24 Nov 1909, in Joseph, Oregon, he married Mary Frances “Mae” Duncan, who was born 28 Jul 1884 at Cove, Oregon.  By 1920, they were living in Huntington, Oregon, and had three children: 

Malcom Willard, called “Pal”, born Apr 1905 at Joseph, Oregon;

Cleo L., born 9 Jun 1912 at Joseph, Oregon;

Jeanne Marie, born 16 Apr 1915, at Cornucopia, Oregon). 

Joe Williams was a colorful character who probably deserves a whole book to himself, if we could only discover the full story.  It is said that his parents sent him, as a nine-year-old, to take a cow and calf from Mt. Idaho to Red River Hot Springs.  He had a lot of trouble.  The calf would get tired and lie down, and would not get up for him.  Also, the cow and calf would go off and hide in the brush.  In the end, however, he delivered them both to the Hot Springs.

As a youth and young man, Joe became a famous breaker of troublesome horses.  He won many bets by proving that he could break any horse in 15 minutes.  He was a “horse whisperer”: that is, he would stand in front of the horse while making soothing, almost whistling sounds and gently moving the horse’s reins back and forth without putting pressure on the horse’s neck.  After a few minutes of this, the horse would follow him around without protest.

Joe was a card shark, and apparently won enough money from time to time that he was able to buy businesses.  In the 1920s and ‘30s, he and Mae operated a café and saloon at Fall Creek.  After Henry Troutwine showed up and built a competing business, Joe and Mae moved to Dixie and then to Elk City, where they were soon running a large saloon and eatery called “Joe’s Place.”  It was across from where the Parr Hotel had been before the 1930 fire – that is, across from and a little above where the post office is now.

Joe was a large, powerful man who won many fights with his lightning-fast left hook. He was loud and profane, and sometimes went off on benders that lasted for weeks.  George Oliver tells of the time when there was gunplay at Fall Creek:

It was sometime during the winter of 1934-35 when I was 12 years old, as I recall.  Henry Troutwine had opened his store at Fall Creek and had recently begun operating his little beer parlor in his store building.  Joe Williams was still living in his old place across the road about a hundred yards away.  One morning, about 9:AM, the mail truck came through from Elk City on the way to Grangeville, and the driver stopped a while as he usually did for a bite of breakfast and maybe a beer.  Henry Troutwine was present, so was Joe Williams, and so was another guy whose identity I never did know. And the other guy was carrying a .30-30 lever action rifle. What led up to the confrontation, I know not,  but the stranger suddenly pointed the rifle directly at Joe's stomach and pulled the trigger. The mail driver reacted quickly and knocked the barrel of the rifle down and the bullet went between Joe's legs and  into the floor. I never learned what happened after that, but there was never any apparent investigation or prosecution.  I learned of this incident from my father, who heard it from Henry Troutwine just hours after it happened. And Henry was in the bar at the time.  One reason I remember it so well is because my Dad let me go up to the bar and inspect the bullet hole in the floor. 

Joe’s wife, Mae, was quite a contrast to Joe.  She has been described as an “angel” – a normally gentle woman who was a terrific cook.  However, as we’ll see later, she could take action when there was trouble.

Joe and Mae operated Joe’s Place in Elk City beginning in 1939, and purchased the next place down, the Last Chance Beer Parlor, in 1948 from Gene Ayers and Tex Mott.  The next year, Joe and Mae  redecorated it and renamed it Joe’s Place Saloon. At that point, the cafe and the saloon were separate.  They ran the businesses until 1954, when they sold them to the Nitzes and moved to Lewiston. Joe died there on 29 Apr 1965 and was buried in Lewis-Clark Memorial Gardens.  Mae died 1 Mar 1976 and was buried beside Joe. 
 

---

Back in 1930, the Williams family was living at “Ten Mile,” now called Golden, on the South Fork of the Clearwater.  Cleo was 18 years old, and about to marry Earl McHargue.  This brings us to the history of the McHargues. 

Two McHargue brothers came to Idaho County in the early twentieth century.  They were John McHargue, born 23 Oct 1899 in Corbin, KY, and his younger brother, Earl C. McHargue, born 13 Dec 1905 in Corbin, KY.  They apparently had little use for other McHargues in Kentucky, because they never went back.  They came by way of Nebraska, but the date of their arrival in Idaho County is unknown.  Earl was listed in the 1930 Census as living in the Ten Mile Precinct. 

By the late 1930s, John and Earl were living in Elk City, a little way up Main Street from the Last Chance Beer Parlor.  John lived in a little cabin by himself, but Earl had married Cleo Williams, and they were raising a family.  

Both of the brothers were pretty quiet, but John was the quietest.  He trucked freight between Elk City and Grangeville.  The South Fork Road was all rock and dirt in those days, and the trip took perhaps three hours.  You could ride all the way to Grangeville with John, and not hear him say a single word. John was extremely prompt when making these runs, and if you didn’t arrive promptly at the freight office after running your errands in town, you might be just in time to see John disappearing down the road.  Then you’d have to wait for him to come back on his next run, a day or two later.

According to George Oliver, 

Earl and his wife [Cleo] and son [Bob] lived in a nice frame house a door or two up the hill from Joe and Mae’s restaurant.  Mac [Earl] and his brother [John] had for some time been in the transportation business.  They operated two trucks, a caterpillar tractor, and a big freight sled out of the big warehouse building adjacent to the Oliver cabin….  They carried the mail and a lot of freight from Grangeville to Elk City, and in the winter when we were snowed in at Orogrande, they brought in freight with their tractor and sled … about every other week or so.

George described what Earl was like when there was trouble:  

Mac [Earl] was a fine, upstanding citizen.  His was a rather quiet personality, never really boisterous but was known to have a drink now and then and was sometimes quite profane. But I remember him as having quite a reputation for being handy with fists. I had no direct knowledge of any fights he had been in, but I was aware that most of the men in the community knew better than to engage in fisticuffs with Mac because they knew they would probably lose.  At least I had no knowledge of any of his fights until an incident occurred in Elk City during the winter of 1939-40. 

It was a Saturday night, and as usual my Dad and Slivers Thompson were playing for a dance. I was enjoying myself immensely, dancing with my three teen-age girl school mates, and as usual the music stopped about midnight for an intermission.  I escorted the girls across the street to the beer parlor, we took a booth just inside the door, and we ordered cokes.  We were too young to drink beer and I was too broke to order anything else. Gradually, more people came in until the place was nearly full.

The bar room was about 70 feet long, front to rear.  The bar took up most of the space on the left side of the room except for a single table just inside the door.  There were booths along the right side of the room nearly all the way to the far end, and at the very end there was a fairly large open area where there were a couple of small tables and a wood stove. There were a few stools at the bar, but most of the patrons there were standing up, drinking.

Apparently Mac McHargue was one of a small group occupying the table on the left side near the door, but since I was in a booth on the right side and one booth beyond, I could see neither the door nor Mac's table.  Suddenly there was a loud commotion just inside the door.  Some drunken stranger had come in brandishing a pistol in his right hand, and right in front of our booth two or three guys grabbed him right quick, held his right arm above his head and pried the pistol out of his hand. But before they were able to secure the pistol Mac was on him like a flash and began beating him on the head, a left and a right and a left and a right and a left and a right, and continuing to the far end of the bar room where the guy crumpled up in a heap on the floor.  A couple of the drunk's friends took care of him, and as I remember the bartender retrieved the pistol and hid it behind the bar.

But Mac just quietly strolled back to his table near the door, as nonchalant as he could be, saying nothing to anybody. At that point I decided it was it was time to escort my three lady friends back to the dance hall.   

Earl’s son Mike confirmed these descriptions when I interviewed him on 4 Nov 2004.  Mike says his dad was not a big man, but was unbelievably strong because he worked draglines on a dredge all day, on the Tyee dredge and then the Red River dredge.  Back in the ‘30s, there were many loggers and miners, and also C.C.C. guys from Red River, who would fight each other just for entertainment when they weren’t working.  There would be fights in the saloons and fights in the streets.  Sometimes guys would slug it out for hours, even after dark in the street, in a ring of car and truck headlights.

The remarkable thing about Earl was that he could go on fighting for hours, decking one guy and then another and another.  He had enormous strength and endurance.  It wasn’t unusual to see many rings of blood droplets in the street the next morning.

George Oliver added 
 [7] that even Mae Williams was no slouch in a fight:

It was another of those Saturday night dances, a few weeks later than the previously reported incident of the gun at the beer parlor.  I must have had a little more change in my pocket this time, because during the intermission I took a couple of the girls across the street to Joe and Mae's cafe for sandwiches with our Cokes.  It was a good-sized cafe, with a row of booths on the street side, what could have been a small dance floor in the middle of the room, and  a long counter opposite the booths. It had a big kitchen behind the counter, and that’s where Mae did the cooking.  On this particular evening Joe was waiting tables and there were 10 or 15 customers in the place and everybody there was having a good time. But suddenly our peace was interrupted by two guys, from out of town someplace, who began flailing at one another, and they ended up on the middle of the room on the floor with one guy on top of the other and trying to beat his brains out. Joe immediately entered the fray and began beating the guy on top with a chair, but was having very little success. I was watching with considerable interest, and it was apparent that this fight was going to last a while. But then Mae, who was behind the counter, caught my attention.  She picked up a big (about 1 gallon) pot of hot coffee from off the stove, and then with the coffee pot in one hand and her apron in the other, came around the end of the counter into the middle of the room and dumped the whole pot of boiling coffee on the head and shoulders of the guy on top in the fight.  Of course, that ended the fight immediately. and some friends of the guys who had been fighting began to cart them out of there, and the guy on top ended up in old Doc Boyd's establishment up the street.  My girls and I leisurely finished our sandwiches and went back to the dance.

There was also occasional gunplay.  George Oliver related the earlier story about the guy with the rifle in Joe’s Place.  Mike McHargue says that a guy once came into Joe William’s saloon at Fall Creek and threatened Joe, who calmly shot the man dead.

As a boy in the 1940s, Mike enjoyed hanging out around the old miners in town, many of whom were eccentric.  He loved to listen to their stories.  The Boarhoager was a freight building, maintained by an old-timer named Hank Law. 
  In the dead of winter one year, Hank was joined by two of his pals, Bob Koontz 
 and Henry Creedy.  Henry had brought with him his dog, Fanny.  Hank, Bob, and Henry were really bored, and they decided the thing to do was to make some kind of mash and distill it indoors, then go on a long binge.  They were inside for weeks, and nobody saw them.  Everybody left them alone until one day, Earl noticed there was no smoke rising from the Boarhoager’s stovepipe despite the severe cold.  “They let the fire go out.  Maybe somebody should go over and check on them,” he said.  Nobody else volunteered, so after a while, Earl went over himself.  He found the three men nearly dead, either from the fumes from their indoor still or from toxic homebrew.  However, Fanny the dog must have been dead for some time, because the men had buried her in the floor under a pile of wood ashes. 

Earl and Cleo had four children, not counting one who was stillborn in 1933:  


Robert Joseph, born 8 Aug 1929; later lived at White Bird, ID. 

David Earl, born 29 Mar 1931, died 13 Nov 1931;

Sallie Jean, born 12 Apr 1937 in Lewiston, living in 2004 in Hamilton, MT;

Michael Terry, born May 1942, living in 2004 in Lewiston, ID.

Cleo and Earl were divorced in 1944.  Cleo later moved to Lewiston, where she had a beauty shop.  Her children, Sallie and Mike, split their time between Elk City and Lewiston until about 1954, when Joe and Mae moved to Lewiston and the family was reunited.  (Bobby had grown up by then and served in the U.S. Army in Korea.) Cleo had married Joe Uglems in 1948. 

Earl McHargue was married at least twice more.  He married Viola Grant in 1948.  She had two children by a previous marriage.  She died in May 1952 at Tensed, Idaho, of a self-inflicted rifle wound.  In May, 1955, Earl married Barbara Parsells, of Craigmont, Idaho.  They were divorced in the summer of 1956.

John McHargue never married.  He served in the U.S. Army during World War II. 


-by Bill Salmon
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