
  Born William A. Potter Born William A. Potter on De-

cember 2, 1852 in western Morgan County, Ten-

nessee, it apparently wasnôt long before people 

started taking note of this diminutive  ñgiantò of a 

man. Although small in build and stature, Bill Pot-

ter was the pugilistic match of men much larger 

than himself. Weighing in by various estimates at 

no more than 130 to 140 pounds, and with a thick 

shock of hair that perhaps lent to the ñwild manò 

persona, he nonetheless proved his mettle time and 

again by the raw fury of his bare knuckles 

unleashed on those hapless souls who had the mis-

fortune to underestimate his grit.  

The late historian Snyder Roberts tells in 

his ñHistory of Oliver Springs and its People, Vol. 

III,ò that very early in his youth Bill Potter earned 

his reputation as a man not to be trifled with. Ac-

cording to Mr. Robertsô book, Bill Potter was un-

afraid of ñanything that moved on the face of the 

earth, above the earth, or under the earth, and 

would fight a circle-saw.ò  Mr. Roberts recounts a  

story told by the late Bill Chapman of Coalfield (a 

man who knew Bill Potter from his youth), of an 

incident in Lansing where Albert Howard, reputed 

to be the strongest man in all of Morgan County, 

came up behind Bill Potter beside the railroad 

tracks in Lansing, Tennessee. 

As Snyder Roberts chronicled 

the story, Albert Howard 

grabbed Bill Potter by the 

shoulders from behind and 

asked, ñHow does it feel to 

have a real man ahold of 

you?ò  According to the story 

as told in ñThe History of 

Oliver Springs and Its Peo-

ple, Vol. III,ò Bill Potter 

ñSlapped Howard across the 

face, knocked him across the 

railroad tracks, and jumped 

on him with both feet until 

some bystanders pulled him 

off.ò Mr. Roberts also related 

the tale, now legendary, of 

how Bill Potter would catch the train at Lansing 

heading to Sunbright, handing the conductor his 

ticket if he had one. If he didnôt, he would reportedly 

ride the train anyway, with the conductor knowing 

better than to challenge him. 

 Like many of the legendary fighting men of 

the Old West, young Bill Potter was, from all ac-

counts, predisposed with an affinity for hard liquor 
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As tough guys goAs tough guys go, he was almost without peer. Brashé BoldéImpulsiveé Reac-

tionaryé. Vainé Proudé. Quick-temperedé. Fast with a gun .. Two-fisted, rough and tumble , 
with a fearless, brawling proclivity  that would strike fear into the heart of many a man. Once tried  
and convicted  of murder , he ultimately became a fearless marshal who brought peace and order 
to a town stunned and shaken by the gunning down in the street of the marshal that preceded him. 
What giant  of a man would bring such images to mind? Doc Holliday ?é Wyatt Earp?é  Wild Bill 
Hickock ?  Sounds like one of the legends of the Wild West, wouldnôt you say?  
Would you be surprised to learn that the hero of our story can be found closer to home?.. Much, 
much closer to home ?  Got your curiosity aroused ? All right then, here we go.. But first  letôs 
stoke up the fire  a little, then draw up a chair and kick back , children, ócause you be fixinô to hear 
the story of ñBad Billò Potteré. 
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and pretty women. These inclina-

tions nearly proved his undoing on 

more than one occasion. Tried and 

convicted for killing a man in a sa-

loon fight, he was sentenced to life 

at hard labor, only to be freed and 

the verdict overturned on appeal.  

Indeed, ñBad Billò seemed destined 

at various times in his storied career 

to wind up on the wrong side of the 

law. 

 By 1880 By 1880 Bill Potter had 

mi- grated into ñThe Gap,ò as 

Oliver Springs 

was commonly 

known at the 

time. Various 

skirmishes be-

tween Potter and 

area coal miners 

have been docu-

mented through 

examining old 

court records. 

The coal miners, 

many of which 

were of a rough-

and-tumble dis-

position them-

selves, provided 

ñBad Billò with 

several lively 

encounters. Sadly, one such tiff es-

calated with tragic results on the 

day of December 29, 1881. A young 

coal miner who had by various ac-

counts harbored ill will toward Bill 

Potter came into ñThe Gapò on that 

Saturday morning looking for him. 

The young man found Potter in a 

watering hole named Russellôs Sa-

loon. There ensued a series of ver-

bal clashes that carried on through-

out the day, both out in the streets 

and in the saloon, turning into a 

physical confrontation that ended 

with Bill Potter shooting the young 

miner to death. Potter was arrested 

and charged with first degree mur-

der. Taken to jail, he was tried and 

convicted in Roane County Crimi-

nal Court. Sentenced to life at hard 

labor, Potter appealed the verdict, 

ultimately winning a reversal after 

several years of legal skirmishing. 

 While appealing the prison 

sentence, Bill Potter wooed and 

married Margaret Ann ñPeggyò 

Lockett on May 21, 1886. Peggy 

proved to be the love of Billôs 

life, and for 36 years was his 

faithful soulmate until her 

death in 1922. 

 After finally winning 

his legal battles related to the 

murder charge, Bill Potter 

seems to have begun a trans-

formation from a sometime 

miscreant into a respectable 

law-abiding citizen. According 

to the research of Snyder Rob-

erts, Potter reportedly ran a 

store and farmed, becoming 

financially successful in the 

process. However, if Bill Pot-

ter perchance thought it his lot 

to continue his existence as a 

gentleman farmer and mer-

chant, fate had other ideas 

which would eventually bear 

themselves outé 
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Margaret ñPeggyò Lockett 

Potteré Photo graciously 

provided by Wanda 



 

 By 1903, the set-

tlement fondly known as ñThe Gap,ò 

and formally known as Oliver 

Springs, had seen many changes. 

Big money had come to town. The 

world- 

 renowned Oliver Springs Hotel was 

doing a booming business, with 

scheduled trains bringing well-

heeled folk from far and wide, pil-

grims drawn to the mineral springs 

renowned for their medicinal and 

therapeutic value. Oliver Springs 

had become a proper town, with a 

need for structure and ordinances. It 

was this reality that culminated in 

the formation of the first town char-

ter in 1903. A council of aldermen 

was formed, with many of the more 

prominent men chosen to serve on 

the council. The first 

town marshal was 

hired, a man named 

Henry ñPonyò 

Cash. Cash was by 

all accounts a 

rough-edged, no 

nonsense man who 

had previously 

served in law en-

forcement in Rock-

wood, Tennessee. 

  

 Septem-

ber 28, 1904 was 

a day full of antici-

pation. The Hotel 

had scheduled an evening of musical 

entertainment, and by 7:00 in the 

evening many in the town were ei-

ther at the Hotel or making their 

way toward it. So it was with Mar-

shal Pony Cash, who had been as-

signed to be present at the eveningôs 

festivities. Marshal Cash was at the 

rail crossing on Main Street 

in front of the drug store, 

wending his way toward the 

Hotel with his son Henry, Jr. 

in tow. Suddenly four shots 

rang out in rapid succession. 

Marshal Pony Cash fell to 

the ground mortally 

wounded, all four shots hav-

ing found their mark. 

  

 It was into this caul-

dron of fear and uncertainty 

that William ñBillò Potter 

was sworn in as the second 

Town Marshal of the new 

municipality of Oliver 

Springs. 

 Probably the most 

notable aspect of Bill Pot-

terôs career as Town Marshal 

is that he apparently exe-

cuted with vigor the job he 

was hired to do. Entries in 

the city court docket book for 

the years of 1907 through 

1914 show vigorous prosecu-
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Suddenly four 

shots rang out in 

rapid succession. 

Marshal Pony 
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four shots 
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Grave marker of Marshal Henry J. 

ñPonyò Cash. He is buried in the 

Oliver Springs Cemetery. 

tion of such offenses as public 

drunkenness, swearing and profan-

ity, carrying firearms, assault and 

battery, etc. When the founding fa-

thers of the town determined to put 

the clamp on rowdy, bawdy and 

profane behavior, Bill Potter was 

the man who could make it stick. 

Prominent citizen and pauper alike 

soon learned that to run afoul of the 

law meant to get on the wrong side 

of ñBad Billò. People found that if 

they happened to come down on his 

bad side, all sorts of things were 

likely to happen, none of them 

good. Law and order had come to 

Oliver Springs. 

 

 One event in Bill Potterôs 

life that dramatically illustrated his 

sense of ethics came after he had 

retired from law enforcement. 

World War I was in full swing, and 

Anti-German sentiment was running 

at a fever pitch. A large ñwhipping 

postò with leather straps had been 

erected in front of the drug store, 

ostensibly as a warning to any who 

might harbor pro-German feelings. 

Signs posted such slogans as ñNo 

Kaiserism Here,ò 

etc.  

Bill Potter in 

later years, 

standing on the 

grounds of the 

Oliver Springs 

Hotel some time 
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