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The Mystery of the Arbuckle Brothers’  
Disappearance Solved!  

By Gary Dorman Wiggins

Elmore and Seth Arbuckle made their living as photographers who traveled around the West Central 
Kentucky area taking pictures for people.  Often they would be away from home for long periods of time, 
but they failed to return from one of those trips.  Around 1895, Elmore Arbuckle (b. September 19, 1872 in 
Ohio County, KY) married Martha O. Jarnagin (b. October 1876 in Tennessee).  On April 6, 1896, Seth B. 
Arbuckle (b. March 12, 1874 in Ohio County) married Laura Eva Jarnagin (b. May 1874 in Ohio County).  
Both of their wives were pregnant at the time the brothers disappeared, so a rough approximation of when 
that occurred can be deduced from the birth dates of their youngest children.  Seth and Eva had only one 
male child, Adrel, b. April 1898.  Elmore and Mattie had 2 children, Oral Neal, b. June 1896 and Reba, 
b. August 1898.  Therefore, the brothers had to have gone missing around the end of 1897 or early 1898.  
It was assumed that something dreadful had happened to them, although no evidence of foul play or an 
accident was ever found.  Sometime after their disappearance, the brothers were declared legally dead, 
and both sisters re-married. (1)

From the December 25, 1871 Ohio County marriage of James Drinkard Arbuckle and Sarah Mahetable 
Ranney, six children were born—3 sons and 2 daughters.  One of the daughters, Juda, died at the age 
of six, and the other was my maternal great-grandmother, Florence L. Arbuckle, who married George 
Washington Dennis.  The sons in order of their birth were Elmore Vechel, Seth B., and Zibe William 
Arbuckle.  

In 2012, I was contacted by Lucinda Duffy, an Illinois resident, who believes that Elmore Vechel Arbuckle 
and her grandfather, John Daniel Duffy, are one and the same person.  John Duffy died in Monticello, Piatt 
County, IL at age 86 on June 30, 1958.  Lucinda Duffy has compelling evidence to support her case.  She 
writes, “The story my grandfather always told was that he and his brother ran away from their home in 
the Owensboro Kentucky area.  He always said that his brother went to Missouri and changed his name to 
Sam Bradley.  The connections I found between Elmore and my grandfather are:

• same birth date
• same number of brothers and sisters, with a brother named Zibe
• parents’ first and middle names are the same, and [very similar] mother’s maiden name
• common location in Kentucky.” (2)

Ms. Duffy has significant documentation that supports the case for an assumed identity by her grandfather:

• Common birthdates of September 19, 1872
o John D. Duffy’s social security application (which lists Owensboro, Daviess County, KY as his 

birthplace)  
o His WWI draft registration card
o His death certificate
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•	Document written by her father, Harry Dean Duffy, that summarizes the information given to him by 
his father.  (It lists a brother Zibe and has John D. Duffy’s father as James Drinkard [Duffy] and mother 
Sara Mahetebal (sic) [Duffy] with her maiden name O’Ranney.)

•	Wedding certificate where he lists Ohio County, KY as his birthplace. 

The name Elmo Duffee was used on his wedding license.  In the 1900 census of St. Clair County, IL, 
Lucinda Duffy found an “Elmore Duffy,” a single man listed as a servant in the household of Joseph 
Denkelback.  (3)  He gave Kentucky as his birthplace and September 1872 as his birth date.  Elmore 
Arbuckle was born on September 19, 1872.  According to 
Ms. Duffy, her grandmother, Carrie Winfied Duffy, met 
her husband in Alton, Madison County, IL, a Mississippi 
River town just north of St. Louis and in the next county 
north of St. Clair County, IL.  She was from the Windsor, 
Shelby County, IL area, the second county south of Piatt 
County, IL, the place where she and Mr. Duffy were living 
by the time of the 1910 census.  Aside from the 1900 census 
record, I could find no other evidence that this Elmore Duffy 
existed.  Ms. Duffy notes that her grandfather was actually 
married under the name Patrick Elmo Duffy.  “We were 
always told he changed his name from Patrick Elmo to John 
Daniel [Duffy].  By the 1910 census he is using John Daniel 
[Duffy].” (4)  

In 2006, Ms. Duffy received corroborating information 
on the disappearance of the Arbuckle brothers from J. 
Wade, a great-great granddaughter of Seth Arbuckle: 
“My g grandfather Seth Arbuckle was married to 
Laura Eva Jarnagin; her sister Mattie was married to 
Elmore. The Arbuckle brothers earned some or all of 
their living by traveling around the countryside taking 
pictures on tin types. Sometime in the summer or fall 
of 1896 [NB: actually late 1897 or early 1898, based 
on the birth dates of their youngest offspring —GW] they left to ply their trade and 
were never heard from again. Pinkerton agents were hired but were unable to find 
any trace of them or their horse and wagon. Both Eva and Mattie were expecting 
and it was pretty much ruled out they had abandoned their families. It was never 
proven, but the conclusion was they were killed during a robbery or drowned 
crossing a river.  Eva and Mattie and their children appear on the 1900 census of Cromwell District Ohio 
Co. under their father Nelson A. Jarnagin.” (5)  (6)

After corresponding with Ms. Wade, Lucinda Duffy and her son traveled to the Ohio County, KY area 
to further research the connection between John Duffy and Elmore Arbuckle.  They found only a 1973 
newspaper article that said Seth and Elmore Arbuckle got on their horses, rode away, and were never seen 

Above: Elmore Arbuckle 
Left: John D. Duffy as a young man 
Below: John D. Duffy in later years
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again. (7)  In my own family, there was a story that someone had caught a glimpse of the brothers outside 
Kentucky, possibly in Missouri, shortly after their disappearance, but he was unable to catch up to them 
to confirm their identities.  Given this anecdote and the hard evidence that Lucinda Duffy possesses, I am 
convinced that John Daniel Duffy and Elmore Vechel Arbuckle were one and the same.

Initial attempts to locate a 
plausible Sam Bradley, the 
assumed name chosen by 
Seth Arbuckle according to 
Lucinda Duffy’s grandfather, 
were fruitless. (8) After 
pursuing a promising false 
lead, I eventually returned 
to Ancestry.com for another 
try at finding a Sam Bradley 
who might have been 
Seth Arbuckle.  This time 
I stumbled upon Samuel 
Oscar Bradley, who was 
born in Kentucky on the 
same date as Seth B. Arbuckle, March 12, 1874.  
(9)  Since John Daniel Duffy had kept the true 
birth date of Elmore Arbuckle, I conjectured that 
the Arbuckle brothers decided before they parted 
that life would be simpler if they did not have to 
invent new birthdays for themselves, as well as 
new names.  

The chance of finding another Sam Bradley with 
exactly the same birth date and state of birth as 
Seth is undoubtedly very small.  Nevertheless, 
there are several family trees on Ancestry.com that consider this Sam Bradley to be the son of James 
Bradley and Florence Stephens of Floyd County, KY, whose son, Samuel, was only 4 years old at the 
time of the 1880 census.  Samuel Oscar Bradley’s birthdate would have made him 6 years old under the 
criterion established by the Census Bureau for listing someone’s age in the 1880 census, i.e., the last 
birthday before June 1, 1880.  Despite the age difference, the compilers of the family trees on Ancestry.
com cite the 1880 census as proof of his Kentucky birth.  (10)  Several of them were asked by e-mail why 
they concluded that the Floyd County Samuel Bradley is actually Samuel Oscar Bradley, but no responses 
were received.  The compilers undoubtedly have no hard proof that the Samuel Bradley they list was truly 
born in Floyd County, KY, one of the easternmost counties in Kentucky.  They must have simply assumed 
that this had to be Samuel Oscar Bradley, since no other reasonable candidate was found in the available 
public records.

Right: Seth Arbuckle
Above: Samuel Oscar 
Bradley
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Sam O. Bradley married Oda V. (Mitchell) Morgan in Arkansas County, AK on July 11, 1901, about 4 
years after Seth and Elmo Arbuckle’s disappearance. (11)   They had a daughter Ruth Isabella (Bradley) 
Vizzier Modesto, who was 103 years old when she died in 2011.  This was Oda’s second marriage; her first 
husband was E. D. Morgan.  Oda was dead by the time of the 1910 census.  That census has Samuel “D.” 
Bradley living in Chester Township, Arkansas County, AK, with daughter Ruth I., age 2, and he is listed 
as widowed. (12)  He married Lula Ann McConnell on October 14, 1914 in Pushmataha, OK.  In the 1920 
census he is found under Allen Braddy.  Ancestry.com links this record to Samuel Bradley, and it appears 
that the handwritten name in the original census record should actually be Oscar Bradley if you look at 
it the right way.  That census lists two children, Grace and Samuel H. (13)  The 1940 census includes 
seven children living with Sam and Lula in New Mexico.  They are Samuel Houston, Earl Dempsey, Cecil 
Eggbert, Mary Margaret, James Edward, Eula Mabel and Lavon Stella. Sam O. Bradley was 66 at that 
time, and Lula was 47. (14)

On September 20 and 26, 2013, I talked by phone with James Edward Bradley, the 87-year-old son of 
Samuel O. Bradley.  He stated that his father was from Butler County, KY.  (15)  To my mind, this was a 
very significant link between Samuel O. Bradley and Seth B. Arbuckle.  Butler County and Ohio County 
are contiguous counties south of Owensboro, Daviess County, KY.  Whereas Elmore and Seth were born 
in Ohio County, KY, the other children of James Drinkard and Sarah Mahetable Arbuckle were born 
in Butler County, KY.  There are many other Arbuckles from Butler County, KY, and Seth and Elmore 
Arbuckle were probably living there when they decided to leave their wives and children.  James E. 
Bradley also stated that his father had told of living at one time with an uncle who treated him harshly and 
that he went from Kentucky to Tennessee where he worked in a store before moving to southern Arkansas 
to work in the lumber industry.  (16)

Further evidence that Sam O. Bradley was in fact Seth Arbuckle was received from James E. Bradley’s 
nephew and niece, Jay Dempsey Bradley, son of Earl Dempsey Bradley and Connie Atkins, daughter 
of Eula M. (Bradley) Woodson.  Jay Bradley writes, “Our Grandpa never said too much about his past, 
except for a comment or two… He had requested to be buried with his Bible and an old picture of a friend 
[known] by the only name he ever used ‘Duffy’.”   Connie Atkins notes that her baby book has information 
obtained directly from Sam O. Bradley by her mother at the time of Connie’s birth in 1947: “.  .  . in it she 
had written that Grandpa Bradley’s father’s name was James D. Bradley.  The D is for Drundard (sic).  His 
mother’s name was Sarrah Isabella Rainey (sic).”  Clearly, the given names are very close to those of Sam/
Seth’s true mother and father.  Concerning the photograph, Mrs. Atkins writes, “He had a photo that he 
carried everywhere they moved and never let the kids mess with it.  He kept it in his Bible.  He never told 
anyone who the picture was or how he had it, but kept it and requested Aunt Mary to be sure and put it in 
the Bible and bury it with him.”  Mrs. Atkins remembers seeing the picture when she was a child, but her 
uncle, James E. Bradley, had no recollection of it, although he confirmed that the Bible was buried with 
Sam.  Jay Bradley kindly sent along some pictures of Sam O. Bradley taken at different times in his life, 
and those are included in the appendix. (17)

I am convinced that thanks to Lucinda Duffy’s detective work in identifying John Daniel Duffy as 
Elmore Arbuckle and my own efforts to link Samuel Oscar Bradley to Seth Arbuckle, the mystery of the 
disappearance of the Arbuckle brothers is finally solved.  Although we will likely never know the reasons 
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they decided to abandon their original families, there can be no doubt that the Arbuckle brothers were 
living under the new identities of John Daniel Duffy and Samuel Oscar Bradley long after they were 
declared legally dead. (18) (19)

Gary Dorman Wiggins
wiggins@indiana.edu 
October 18, 2013
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