
the assassination of jesse james by the
coward robert ford
the assassination of jesse james by the coward robert ford stands as one of the most infamous
moments in American Old West history. This event not only marked the violent end of the legendary
outlaw Jesse James but also sparked widespread debate and controversy over the character and
motives of Robert Ford, the man who shot him. Known for his betrayal and labeled as a coward by
many, Robert Ford's role in this assassination has been immortalized in folklore, literature, and film.
This article delves into the background of Jesse James, the circumstances leading to his assassination,
the life and motivations of Robert Ford, and the aftermath and legacy of this historic event. Through a
detailed exploration of these aspects, readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of the
assassination of Jesse James by the coward Robert Ford.
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Background of Jesse James

Jesse James was one of the most notorious outlaws in American history, known for his daring bank and
train robberies throughout the late 19th century. Born in 1847 in Missouri, Jesse grew up during the
tumultuous times of the Civil War and its aftermath, which heavily influenced his path into crime.
Alongside his brother Frank James, Jesse led the James-Younger Gang, which became infamous for its
criminal exploits and defiance of law enforcement authorities. His reputation as a Robin Hood-like
figure was bolstered by his ability to evade capture and his charismatic persona, making him a
legendary figure in the lore of the American West.

The James-Younger Gang

The James-Younger Gang was responsible for numerous robberies across multiple states. Their targets
typically included banks, trains, and stagecoaches, often resulting in violent confrontations. Despite
their criminal activities, the gang was viewed by some as folk heroes, partly due to their Confederate
sympathies and opposition to the Reconstruction-era governments. The gang's exploits contributed
heavily to the mythos surrounding Jesse James and set the stage for his eventual downfall.



Jesse James’ Public Image

Jesse James cultivated a complex public image that combined ruthless outlaw behavior with a sense
of honor and loyalty to his associates. Newspapers of the time and dime novels contributed to his
fame, sometimes romanticizing his actions. This public fascination with Jesse James heightened the
impact of his assassination and the subsequent vilification of Robert Ford.

The Life of Robert Ford

Robert Ford, often remembered as "the coward," was a young member of Jesse James’s gang who
ultimately betrayed the outlaw. Born in 1862, Ford was significantly younger than Jesse and sought to
gain favor and notoriety by associating with the infamous gang. His life was marked by a desire for
recognition, which played a crucial role in his decision to assassinate Jesse James.

Early Years and Gang Involvement

Ford joined the James gang in the early 1880s, positioning himself as a loyal follower. However, his
loyalty was superficial, as he harbored ambitions that went beyond being a mere accomplice. Ford’s
youth and relative inexperience made him dependent on the gang but also motivated him to seek a
way to escape the outlaw lifestyle with a form of celebrity.

Reputation and Nickname

Following the assassination, Robert Ford was branded "the coward" by the public and media alike.
This nickname stemmed from the manner in which he killed Jesse James — shooting him in the back
while he was unarmed and unsuspecting. The perception of Ford’s cowardice overshadowed any legal
or monetary rewards he received for his actions, affecting his legacy and personal life.

The Assassination Event

The assassination of Jesse James by the coward Robert Ford occurred on April 3, 1882, in St. Joseph,
Missouri. This decisive act ended Jesse James’s criminal career and dramatically altered the course of
both men's lives. The event was carefully planned and executed under the pressure of law
enforcement and government incentives to capture or kill the outlaw.

Setting and Circumstances

Jesse James was staying at the home of Robert Ford’s family in St. Joseph, under the impression that



he was safe from law enforcement. On that fateful day, Ford and his brother Char

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward
Robert Ford' about?
It is a 2007 western film that explores the final months of the notorious outlaw Jesse James, focusing
on his relationship with Robert Ford, who ultimately betrays and kills him.

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

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

Is 'The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert
Ford' based on a true story?
Yes, the film is based on the 1983 historical novel of the same name by Ron Hansen, which recounts
the real-life events surrounding Jesse James's assassination by Robert Ford.

What themes are explored in 'The Assassination of Jesse
James by the Coward Robert Ford'?
The film explores themes of fame, betrayal, hero worship, and the complex nature of violence and
legacy.

How was the cinematography in 'The Assassination of Jesse
James by the Coward Robert Ford' received?
The cinematography, by Roger Deakins, was highly praised for its stunning and atmospheric visuals,
earning an Academy Award nomination.

Why is Robert Ford called a 'coward' in the title?
Robert Ford is labeled a 'coward' because he killed Jesse James by shooting him in the back, an act
considered dishonorable and treacherous.



Did 'The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert
Ford' receive any awards?
While the film did not win major awards, it received critical acclaim and was nominated for two
Academy Awards, including Best Supporting Actor for Casey Affleck and Best Cinematography.

Additional Resources
1. “The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford” by Ron Hansen
This historical novel delves into the complex relationship between the infamous outlaw Jesse James
and his eventual killer, Robert Ford. Hansen explores themes of loyalty, betrayal, and the nature of
heroism in the waning days of the Wild West. The story is richly detailed, blending fact and fiction to
provide a gripping narrative of one of America’s most notorious crimes.

2. “Jesse James: Last Rebel of the Civil War” by T.J. Stiles
Stiles offers a comprehensive biography of Jesse James, situating his life and crimes within the
context of post-Civil War America. The book examines how James’s actions were influenced by his
Confederate sympathies and the turbulent times. It provides insight into the motivations behind his
outlaw career and his eventual assassination.

3. “Robert Ford: The Man Who Killed Jesse James” by Ted P. Yeatman
This book focuses on Robert Ford’s life before and after the killing of Jesse James. Yeatman
investigates the psychological and social factors that led Ford to commit the infamous act, as well as
the public and personal consequences he faced. The narrative sheds light on Ford’s troubled legacy.

4. “The Outlaw Myth: A Study of Jesse James and His Legend” by Richard Slotkin
Slotkin explores how the legend of Jesse James was constructed and perpetuated in American culture.
The book analyzes the mythmaking process surrounding James’s life and death, including the role of
Robert Ford’s assassination in that mythology. It offers a critical perspective on how history and
folklore intertwine.

5. “Jesse James and the Secret History of the American West” by Richard S. Brown
Brown uncovers lesser-known aspects of Jesse James’s life, including his connections to political and
criminal networks. The book reveals hidden motives and conspiracies behind James’s assassination by
Robert Ford. It provides a fresh angle on the historical narrative.

6. “Murder in the Heartland: The Death of Jesse James” by Michael Wallis
Wallis recounts the dramatic events leading up to and following the assassination of Jesse James.
Through vivid storytelling and historical detail, the book captures the tension and intrigue of the era.
It highlights the personal dynamics between James and Ford.

7. “Coward’s Justice: The Trial of Robert Ford” by William E. Parrish
This work examines the legal aftermath of Jesse James’s assassination, focusing on Robert Ford’s trial
and public reaction. Parrish discusses the complexities of justice and morality in a time when outlaws
were often romanticized. The book provides a legal and ethical analysis of Ford’s actions.

8. “The Last Days of Jesse James” by Ted P. Yeatman
Yeatman provides a detailed account of Jesse James’s final days, emphasizing the events that
culminated in his assassination. The narrative draws from eyewitness accounts, letters, and



contemporary reports to reconstruct the moments before the killing. It offers a suspenseful and
factual portrayal of history.

9. “Killing Jesse James: The True Story Behind the Legend” by James L. Haley
Haley separates fact from fiction in the story of Jesse James’s assassination by Robert Ford. The book
investigates various versions of the event and the motivations behind Ford’s betrayal. It also explores
the impact of James’s death on American culture and the enduring fascination with his legend.
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