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HEFT is defined by the code of Arkansas as 
the gentle art of taking something that 
belongs to someone else. But the oak-clad 

sand hills of Arkansas up where the Ozarks raise 
their picturesque domes were inhabited by a people 
who considered the pig thief the lowest-down 
criminal in all the world. There was no doubt in the 
mind of the natives of this region of Arkansas 
about the world’s meanest man, for the meanest 
man was the pig thief! 

Such a thief was Ruben Matthews. Caught in 
the act of stealing a squealing razorback from a 
neighbor’s sty, in due process of time, Ruben felt 
the bite of Arkansas law. He drew a prison 
sentence. 

“Goin’ to the penitentiary fer hog stealin’,” 
whimpered Ruben. “Them ‘hardboiled’ convicts 
down there in Little Rock—safe-blowers and stick-
up men—will kid me to death. Wish I was guilty of 
a real crime since I’ve got to go to the penitentiary, 
anyway!” 

Ruben was talking through the bars of the 
county jail in Eureka Springs, up near the Missouri 
line, to a friend who, up to date, had escaped arrest. 
Meanwhile, the youth from the foothills was doing 
some fast thinking. 

“I’ll tell you,” said the lad, “when you get down 
there to Little Rock just tell them you are a yegg—
a notorious safecracker from St. Louis, and that you 
got caught while blowing a safe down in the 
Ozarks.” 

Ruben was silent for a moment. 
“Not a bad idea,” at length he agreed, after deep 

meditation. “I’ll tell them convicts I’m a hardboiled 
egg. Nobody’ll ever know I got caught hog-
stealin’, when a dirty pig squealed. From here out 
Ruben Matthews is a safe robber—no ordinary pig 
thief! They’ll respect me down there, for criminals 
like ‘bad men’ and hold in contempt the cheap pig 
stealin’ thieves!” 

At length the penitentiary agent visited Eureka 
Springs. It was a raw night in October when Ruben 
Matthews joined other convicts bound for the state 
penitentiary at Little Rock. But Ruben, in a way, 
was lighthearted. Most of his life he had been a 

thief! Just an “ornery hog thief”! But when he 
stepped inside the penitentiary gates, he would be a 
“notorious safe robber.” Of course, the warden 
would know better! But all wardens are not so cruel 
that they put a tack in the electric chair before 
seating the victim! Ruben figured that the warden 
would not bother about him posing as a hardened 
criminal! 

“What ye here fer?” asked a grizzled veteran of 
the underworld known to prison inmates as 
Shanghai Joe, “moon-shinin’ or somethin’?” 

Ruben had been in the penitentiary only a few 
hours when Shanghai asked the question. But 
Ruben had learned from inmates that Shanghai Joe 
was a “professional pete man,” who accidentally 
“plugged a town marshal” overclose to the 
Oklahoma state line and was now temporarily 
taking a rest on the state’s time while he served a 
life sentence! Ruben was silent for a brief second. 

“Hey, what did ye do, sonny,” Shanghai Joe 
again asked, “steal the state capitol or somethin’?” 

Ruben mustered every ounce of courage his 
poor heart possessed. 

“Not quite so serious as that!” Ruben drawled in 
a low tone. “Not so serious as stealin’ a state 
capitol . . .” 

A prison guard approached. 
Talking among convicts was taboo in those days 

among the state convicts of Arkansas. Shanghai Joe 
knew this code of the prison system and he 
immediately took his eyes off the newcomer and 
paid close attention to the job of placing a sole on a 
shoe. Shanghai Joe was ranked as an expert 
shoemaker and Ruben had been ordered by a guard 
to assist the veteran until the newness of prison life 
wore off. 

The guard departed to a distant section of the 
factory after assuring himself that everything was 
being conducted according to the rules and 
regulations of the state of Arkansas. 

“I say, lad, what did ye do?” again Shanghai, 
veteran safe robber, asked. 

“Who, me?” said Ruben. “Why I was the best safe 
robber in the state of Missouri—blowed more safes 
than any other yeggman in the middle west. . . .” 
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Ruben gained confidence and the lies flowed 
easier from his lips. Of course, Ruben had no way 
of knowing that he was talking to a safe robber who 
had spent many years at the art of “cracking 
boxes.” 

“Yep, I was pretty good in my time,” Ruben 
continued, “but, like most crooks, I made a 
mistake—I went down into Arkansas. . . .” 

“Didja have somebody with you?” questioned 
Shanghai Joe as he recalled with bitterness a pal 
who had turned state’s evidence on him. “Guess ye 
was dumb like me and carried some cheapskate 
along with you!” 

Ruben was getting in deep water and he knew it. 
Crookdom’s phrases, while a mother tongue to the 
veteran yegg, Shanghai Joe, was an unknown 
language to the ignorant pig thief from the Ozark 

foothills of northern Arkansas. 
“As I was sayin’,” Ruben continued, drawing 

himself together the best he could, “I made the big 
mistake when I come to Arkansas.” 

“And did the dirty swine squeal on you?” asked 
Shanghai Joe. 

Poor Ruben Matthews! 
For an instant he was silent. How was he to 

know that Shanghai Joe was talking about a 
squealing stool pigeon? Ruben knew nothing of 
such things. The only creatures that squealed, so far 
as Ruben knew, were just pigs! 

“Ain’t no use, mister, ain’t no use!” whimpered 
Ruben. “I can’t be a real crook—I’m jus’ a dirty 
pig thief, that’s all!” 

“And did he squeal?” asked the hardened yegg. 
“Yep!” replied Ruben Matthews. 

 


