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Lord, make me fast and accurate.  

Let my aim be true and my hand faster than  

those who would seek to destroy me.  

Grant me victory over my foes and those  

that wish to do harm to me and mine.  

Let not my last thought be “If I only had my gun.”  

And Lord, if today is truly the day that you call me home,  

let me die in a pile of empty brass.

— Sheriff ’s prayer

Former Sheriffs
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which began as a group of respectable upstanding citizens — 

teachers, businessmen, farmers and even a preacher. The men 

met on treeless hill tops, commonly known as “bald tops,” or 

“knobs,” hence the name. They met there in order to avoid 

being seen as they discussed their plans, and they wore masks, 

made from burlap bags they tied together in three places, to 

hide their identities. They operated in Taney and Christian 

counties until they lost control over their own value system 

and their vigilantism turned criminal. 

Finally, in the late 1800s, Christian County Sheriff Zack 

Johnson, Taney County Sheriff John Cook and Greene Coun-

ty Sheriff Joe Dotson banded together to corral the group. It 

was Sheriff Johnson’s dubious distinction to hang three of the 

captured Baldknobbers on the Christian County’s Courthouse 

lawn in 1889, thus putting an end to the vigilantly activity.  

Life settled down, farming picked up and the courthouse lawn 

became the site of picnics and Saturday afternoon concerts. 

The new brick courthouse built in 1867, at a cost of $7,775, 

served the county ably until 1920. Then a third courthouse 

was built in the middle of the county square, where it still 

stands today. The population of the county at that time was 

a little more than 6,000.
Over the next decade, Christian County remained rela-

tively free of notable events.
In 1934, Sheriff Frank Jones became the first and, so far, 

only Christian County sheriff to die on duty. It’s not clear 

exactly what happened but it is know that Sheriff Jones was 

working on a case and was traveling on what would even-

tually become Hwy 14 between Ozark and Nixa when he 

crashed his car. He later died of his injuries and until the 

governor appointed his replacement, his wife completed the 

sheriff ’s duties. It’s rumored that Sheriff Jones is the source 

of the “Model T phantom” that has been reported along that 

curvy stretch of roadway. According to legend, the vehicle 

comes crashing toward drivers, then disappears. However 

this sheriff has yet to witness Sheriff Jones’s hauntings.

One of the more famous, some would say “infamous,” 

sheriffs to serve Christian County was none other than L. E. 

“Buff” Lamb. By 1959 Buff was beginning to make a name for 

himself after coming to Ozark as what was colloquially known 

as a rodeo rider and thrillcade performer. Born in Kentucky 

in 1924 as Louard Elbert Lamb, he was first the Ozark city 

town marshal before being elected in 1964 as sheriff. He went 

on to be reelected in 1968, 1976, and 1980 to serve a total of 16 

years.  He was either hated or loved by all who knew him and 

his primary law enforcement device was his huge flashlight.

A burgeoning population brought the need for a new coun-

ty government facility. In 2001, the latest Christian County 

Courthouse was built — and is a dramatic improvement 

over the one completed in 1920. The new facility houses a 

96–bed jail and three court rooms as well as the prosecuting 

attorney’s offices, the sheriff ’s offices, judges’ chambers, cir-

cuit clerk’s offices, EMA as well as the County 911 Center. As 

of the writing of this account, Christian County’s population 

is 82,000 and with Greene County and Springfield to the 

north and Taney County and Branson to the south, shows 

no sign of slowing. Sheriff Joey Kyle is dedicated to provid-

ing professional law enforcement services to the citizens of 

Christian County as it grows. H
Sources:   “Springfield Express;” “The Baldknobbers of Southwest Missouri, 1885–1889: A Study of Vigilante 

Justice In The Ozarks:” “The Baldknobbers: Vigilantes of the Ozarks Frontier;” “Christian County Bald Knobber Jail 

Records 1887–1894;” the Missouri University Extension; and “Christian County: Its First 100 Years.”
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For a Time, Growing Crime  

Brought Vigilante Justice

Christian County was founded in 1859, parceled out 

from what was then the southern portion of Greene 

County, to become the 113th of Missouri’s 114 coun-

ties. Immediately after the legislature approved the formation 

of the new county, the Missouri governor appointed Joseph K. 

Gibson as its first sheriff and Jesse A. Marley, C. L. Dickerman, 

and Win Chestnut as justices of the court, all to serve until an 

election could be held the following year. Ozark, one of the 

first permanent communities, was selected as the county seat 

because of its central location and accessibility.

In 1860, the first courthouse, a two-story frame, was built 

on the north side of the square, probably financed by $4,000 

from the sale of lots. It 

measured 30 feet by 40 

feet, with the courtroom 

below and offices on the 

second floor. 

The county barely 

had its affairs in order 

when Civil War broke 

out. Although no major 

engagements occurred 

in the county, records 

show a dramatic in-

crease in crime and law-

lessness. John Collins 

served as sheriff during 

those dark days. How-

ever, it quickly became 

apparent that one man 

was unable to cope with 

the widespread violence and dislocation, so the U.S. Army’s 

provost marshal system stepped in to fill the gap and became 

“the basic police power within the state.” 

Horse theft was rampant because horses were easy to steal 

and then exchange for cash or other goods.  However, the 

thefts didn’t stop there. Stories and court records tell about 

raiding parties that beat — or killed — anyone in their paths 

and then stole everything they could carry by “hand, horse 

or wagon.” Christian County farmer Nelson Burkhart was 

one of those unfortunate victims. According to a narrative 

by Burkhart, Confederate soldiers came to his home in Sep-

tember 1862, beat him severely and then drove or carried off 

all his livestock, hay, tools, all contents of his home — every-

thing, even down to the fruit in his orchard. And then they 

destroyed the orchard.

Unfortunately, the violence didn’t end with General Rob-

ert E. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox. In fact, historians have 

described the years immediately following the Civil War in 

Missouri as a “reign of terror.” Returning soldiers took up 

new and old grudges. Some used the skills they learned in 

wartime to make a new livelihood for themselves as outlaws. 

Many others had simply acquired a taste for theft and vio-

lence. No one — or no entity — was immune. In 1867 Chris-

tian County was forced to rebuild its courthouse after the 

first one built was deliberately burned to the ground by three 

brothers attempting to avoid justice by burning indictments 

against them. Once again, the sheriff could not keep up with 

the growing law enforcement needs of the county.

Desperate to reinstate law and order in their communities, 

many of Missouri’s law–abiding citizens began turning to vigi-

lante justice and the formation of groups like the Baldknobbers, 
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Baldknobbers wore masks made of 

burlap to hide their identities.
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1. Barton County Courthouse.  

2.  Boone County officials met with 22 architects before 

choosing the design of this courthouse, completed in 1909. 

3.  Adair County Sheriff’s badge from 1905-1908.  

4.  Adair County handcuffs from 1905-1908.  

5.  Butler County’s last public hanging.  

6.  Lawmen of Butler County.
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Lord, make me fast and accurate.  

Let my aim be true and my hand faster than  

those who would seek to destroy me.  

Grant me victory over my foes and those  

that wish to do harm to me and mine.  

Let not my last thought be “If I only had my gun.”  

And Lord, if today is truly the day that you call me home,  

let me die in a pile of empty brass.

— Sheriff ’s prayer
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which began as a group of respectable upstanding citizens — 

teachers, businessmen, farmers and even a preacher. The men 

met on treeless hill tops, commonly known as “bald tops,” or 

“knobs,” hence the name. They met there in order to avoid 

being seen as they discussed their plans, and they wore masks, 

made from burlap bags they tied together in three places, to 

hide their identities. They operated in Taney and Christian 

counties until they lost control over their own value system 

and their vigilantism turned criminal. 

Finally, in the late 1800s, Christian County Sheriff Zack 

Johnson, Taney County Sheriff John Cook and Greene Coun-

ty Sheriff Joe Dotson banded together to corral the group. It 

was Sheriff Johnson’s dubious distinction to hang three of the 

captured Baldknobbers on the Christian County’s Courthouse 

lawn in 1889, thus putting an end to the vigilantly activity.  

Life settled down, farming picked up and the courthouse lawn 

became the site of picnics and Saturday afternoon concerts. 

The new brick courthouse built in 1867, at a cost of $7,775, 

served the county ably until 1920. Then a third courthouse 

was built in the middle of the county square, where it still 

stands today. The population of the county at that time was 

a little more than 6,000.
Over the next decade, Christian County remained rela-

tively free of notable events.
In 1934, Sheriff Frank Jones became the first and, so far, 

only Christian County sheriff to die on duty. It’s not clear 

exactly what happened but it is know that Sheriff Jones was 

working on a case and was traveling on what would even-

tually become Hwy 14 between Ozark and Nixa when he 

crashed his car. He later died of his injuries and until the 

governor appointed his replacement, his wife completed the 

sheriff ’s duties. It’s rumored that Sheriff Jones is the source 

of the “Model T phantom” that has been reported along that 

curvy stretch of roadway. According to legend, the vehicle 

comes crashing toward drivers, then disappears. However 

this sheriff has yet to witness Sheriff Jones’s hauntings.

One of the more famous, some would say “infamous,” 

sheriffs to serve Christian County was none other than L. E. 

“Buff” Lamb. By 1959 Buff was beginning to make a name for 

himself after coming to Ozark as what was colloquially known 

as a rodeo rider and thrillcade performer. Born in Kentucky 

in 1924 as Louard Elbert Lamb, he was first the Ozark city 

town marshal before being elected in 1964 as sheriff. He went 

on to be reelected in 1968, 1976, and 1980 to serve a total of 16 

years.  He was either hated or loved by all who knew him and 

his primary law enforcement device was his huge flashlight.

A burgeoning population brought the need for a new coun-

ty government facility. In 2001, the latest Christian County 

Courthouse was built — and is a dramatic improvement 

over the one completed in 1920. The new facility houses a 

96–bed jail and three court rooms as well as the prosecuting 

attorney’s offices, the sheriff ’s offices, judges’ chambers, cir-

cuit clerk’s offices, EMA as well as the County 911 Center. As 

of the writing of this account, Christian County’s population 

is 82,000 and with Greene County and Springfield to the 

north and Taney County and Branson to the south, shows 

no sign of slowing. Sheriff Joey Kyle is dedicated to provid-

ing professional law enforcement services to the citizens of 

Christian County as it grows. H
Sources:   “Springfield Express;” “The Baldknobbers of Southwest Missouri, 1885–1889: A Study of Vigilante 

Justice In The Ozarks:” “The Baldknobbers: Vigilantes of the Ozarks Frontier;” “Christian County Bald Knobber Jail 

Records 1887–1894;” the Missouri University Extension; and “Christian County: Its First 100 Years.”
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For a Time, Growing Crime  

Brought Vigilante Justice

Christian County was founded in 1859, parceled out 

from what was then the southern portion of Greene 

County, to become the 113th of Missouri’s 114 coun-

ties. Immediately after the legislature approved the formation 

of the new county, the Missouri governor appointed Joseph K. 

Gibson as its first sheriff and Jesse A. Marley, C. L. Dickerman, 

and Win Chestnut as justices of the court, all to serve until an 

election could be held the following year. Ozark, one of the 

first permanent communities, was selected as the county seat 

because of its central location and accessibility.

In 1860, the first courthouse, a two-story frame, was built 

on the north side of the square, probably financed by $4,000 

from the sale of lots. It 

measured 30 feet by 40 

feet, with the courtroom 

below and offices on the 

second floor. 

The county barely 

had its affairs in order 

when Civil War broke 

out. Although no major 

engagements occurred 

in the county, records 

show a dramatic in-

crease in crime and law-

lessness. John Collins 

served as sheriff during 

those dark days. How-

ever, it quickly became 

apparent that one man 

was unable to cope with 

the widespread violence and dislocation, so the U.S. Army’s 

provost marshal system stepped in to fill the gap and became 

“the basic police power within the state.” 

Horse theft was rampant because horses were easy to steal 

and then exchange for cash or other goods.  However, the 

thefts didn’t stop there. Stories and court records tell about 

raiding parties that beat — or killed — anyone in their paths 

and then stole everything they could carry by “hand, horse 

or wagon.” Christian County farmer Nelson Burkhart was 

one of those unfortunate victims. According to a narrative 

by Burkhart, Confederate soldiers came to his home in Sep-

tember 1862, beat him severely and then drove or carried off 

all his livestock, hay, tools, all contents of his home — every-

thing, even down to the fruit in his orchard. And then they 

destroyed the orchard.

Unfortunately, the violence didn’t end with General Rob-

ert E. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox. In fact, historians have 

described the years immediately following the Civil War in 

Missouri as a “reign of terror.” Returning soldiers took up 

new and old grudges. Some used the skills they learned in 

wartime to make a new livelihood for themselves as outlaws. 

Many others had simply acquired a taste for theft and vio-

lence. No one — or no entity — was immune. In 1867 Chris-

tian County was forced to rebuild its courthouse after the 

first one built was deliberately burned to the ground by three 

brothers attempting to avoid justice by burning indictments 

against them. Once again, the sheriff could not keep up with 

the growing law enforcement needs of the county.

Desperate to reinstate law and order in their communities, 

many of Missouri’s law–abiding citizens began turning to vigi-

lante justice and the formation of groups like the Baldknobbers, 
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Baldknobbers wore masks made of 

burlap to hide their identities.
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1. Barton County Courthouse.  

2.  Boone County officials met with 22 architects before 

choosing the design of this courthouse, completed in 1909. 

3.  Adair County Sheriff’s badge from 1905-1908.  

4.  Adair County handcuffs from 1905-1908.  

5.  Butler County’s last public hanging.  

6.  Lawmen of Butler County.
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