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A

mericans have always been fascinated by criminals.

The Banditti of the Prairie was the mafia of the early west. A loose-knit band of 100 members came together to pull a raise and disappeared just as quickly.

William Brown’s inn in Bellevue, Iowa, was a stopping-off point for the Banditti. Lone bandits would stop in the dark of the night. Many brought stolen horses that Brown hid away in the nearby woods. When the time was right, Brown transported the animals to Arkansas and Michigan, sometimes as far as Texas, where he sold them for a good profit.

Other men came together to plan a new raise, exchange fake currency, or determine who would alibi a gang member who had been unlucky enough to get caught. Two of the regulars at Brown’s hotel—William Fox and Aaron Long—figured prominently in the 1845 murder of Colonel George Davenport at Rock Island in 1845.

After Davenport’s death, Edward Bonney, a self-styled private detective a la James West, and Artemis Gordon from The Wild, Wild West, chased after the killers. The pursuit took him through five states and a bevy of professional thieves and killers.

Bonney detailed his adventures in an 1855 expose, The Banditti of the Prairie. Nauvoo, Illinois, the holy city of the Mormons, was another favorite hangout of the Banditti. Bonney suggested the gang members had secret dealings with Joseph Smith and Brigham Young. In return, the Mormons received a piece of the pie.

By the late 1850s, the Banditti were driven out of the territory at the point of a gun or pitchfork. Many more met their end in the court of Judge Lynch. Iowans alone hung seventeen counterfeiters, horse thieves, and rabble-rousers in 1857.

It sent a message to the Banditti that it was time to move on or die.

After the civil war, many former soldiers turned rogue and terrorized their neighbors. The Reno brothers ruled the area between Rockford, Illinois, and Seymour, Indiana. They passed counterfeit currency, rustled cattle and horses, and burned businesses that got in their way or refused to pay them protection money.

The Reno boys pulled the first robbery of a moving train in October 1866. Newspapers were astounded by the boldness of the attack. The Seymour Vigilance Committee exterminated the Reno Gang less than two years later. The only survivor was John Reno. Allan Pinkerton put him in the hoosegow two years before.

Next up was Jesse James and the James-Younger Gang. They pulled the first robbery of a moving train west of the Mississippi River at Adair, Iowa, in July 1873. Jesse would spend the next decade perfecting his craft.

The James-Younger Gang stepped outside its comfort zone in 1876 when they attempted to rob the First National Bank at Northfield, Minnesota. Things went wrong almost from the start. Two gang members died during the robbery, and another perished in the chase. The Younger brothers got shot up and sentenced to a long stretch in prison. Only Jesse and Frank James walked away.

Many more bandits followed in their wake—the Dalton Brothers, the Wild Bunch, and Sam Bass, to name a few.

Harry Tracey was a two-bit loser, sentenced to twenty years in prison for pulling a string of penny-ante robberies. He’d be a footnote in history except for a daring prison break.

Tracy and David Merrill shot their way out of the Salem, Oregon, prison in 1902. Over the next 58 days, Tracy led nearly a thousand pursuers on a futile chase through Oregon and Washington's backwoods. Tracy killed nine men, including his partner, David Merrill. Then, when a posse cornered him, Tracy turned the gun on himself.

Belle Gunness and the Benders were a different breed of criminal, more deadly and harder to detect. While bank and train robbers rarely harmed their victims, Belle Gunness and the Benders took a gruesome pleasure in killing them before they robbed them.

Here are their stories in all their bloody gore-filled detail.
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I

n the late 1830s, the area surrounding Bellevue, Iowa, served as a refuge for horse thieves, counterfeiters, gamblers, and robbers. The Burlington Hawkeye and Iowa Patriot blamed the rash of outlaws on the area's proximity to the Mississippi River. It drew the “very dregs of depravity into this country.” They would swoop out of their hideouts, grab their booty, then race back to the safety of William Brown’s hotel before anyone could identify them.

Brown was one of the original settlers of Bellevue. He came to the area in 1836 or 1837 and purchased the hotel. In 1838 he ran for sheriff of Jackson County and lost to William W. Warren of Dubuque. In 1840 Brown ran for a seat in the Territorial Legislature and lost to Thomas Cox. That created bad feelings because Cox had accused him of illegal dealings during the campaign.

The band committing most of the robberies around Bellevue worked out of Michigan. They focused on Iowa and the Rock River Valley in Illinois, though occasionally, they ventured as far as Kentucky, Missouri, and the Cherokee Nation.

The way the band worked, they had spotters on location who passed on information about promising prospects. Then, when the robbers hit, the spotters were careful to be with a neighbor who could vouch for their innocence. That way, no blame could fall back on them.

Bellevue was a central point on their route. 

The leader, William Brown, was a strong, athletic man who ran a public house. Outwardly, Brown was as honest as the day was long. He “possessed a pleasant, kindly address and was scrupulously honest in his everyday dealings with his neighbors.” Moreover, Brown stood ready to offer a helping hand if anyone nearby needed anything—whether it be food, money, or a place to stay.

Over time, “as his power increased, Brown threw off his mask and flaunted his power. Even then, he stayed in the background and planned the gang’s jobs. He never participated in passing counterfeit money, stealing horses, etc.” Like the Banditti of the Prairie, Brown had a ready alibi for his men if they happened to get arrested.

Brown’s band wasn’t fussy. They were primarily horse thieves, but that didn’t stop them from grabbing a stray cow, pig, or an occasional yoke of oxen.  

The citizens of Bellevue eventually had enough of the band’s shenanigans. So on March 20, 1840, they met to determine how to rid themselves of the bandits. When it came down to it, they had two choices. They could drive the robbers away, or they could hang them. Finally, they decided to let circumstances guide their decision.

They procured an arrest warrant for the whole gang from Judge Watkins. Then, sheriff Warren and Thomas Cox assembled a posse to go after the bandits.

Those charged with horse theft, counterfeiting, etc., included William Brown, William Fox, and Aaron Long. 

Things didn’t go very well when Warren read the warrant to Brown on March 26.  While it was apparent Brown wanted to surrender, his men had no intention of turning themselves in.

Brown’s men “were more like demons than human beings,” said Warren. When they learned Anson Harrington swore the warrant out against them, they forgot about Warren and chased off in pursuit of Harrington. As soon as they left, Brown told him Harrington’s life was in danger, “the boys had been drinking.”

After that, Brown told Warren he should go before his men returned. They might take their vengeance out on him if they couldn't find Harrington. Moments later, Mrs. Brown grabbed Warren’s arm and dragged him to the back door, saying, “Run for your life; they are coming and will kill you.”

Warren wasn’t sure what to do. Finally, he deputized a posse and set April 1 as the day to arrest Brown and his men. 

When Warren arrived in Bellevue, he met with Colonel Cox’s posse at Richard Burk’s place. From there, they could see Brown‘s men parading in the street with their guns in their hands. In front of the hotel, a red flag inscribed with “Victory or Death” waved in defiance. 

After much deliberation, the posse decided Sheriff Warren should approach the building first and read the warrant to Brown and his men. After reading the warrant, Brown asked what he intended to do. “Arrest them all,” replied Warren, adding he had the men to do it.

Brown thought about it for a moment. Finally, he said it might go better with his men if Warren brought John Sublette, H. R. Magoon, Jerry Jonas, and old man Watkins to pledge their safety.

Warren agreed to Brown’s terms, but things inside had gone from bad to worse when he returned to Brown's hotel. The gang members were drinking heavily, passing bottles back and forth. They called Warren a damned fool and said they would never give themselves up. They were twenty-three men strong and had a small arsenal to fight the townspeople off. Why should they give themselves up?

Brown pulled Sheriff Warren into the back room. Unlike his men, he was perfectly sober. Brown told Warren he wanted to surrender but now wasn’t the time. If Warren could hold off on arresting them until morning, “when his men would be sober,” he could convince them to turn themselves in. That could have worked, except—just as Sheriff Warren agreed to postpone the arrests, the posse came marching into view.

Warren tried to get the posse to turn around, but the men kept moving forward. Brown stood on the porch with his rifle in hand, ready to defend himself or drop his gun. It all depended on what happened next. 

When he felt everything was going to work out, Brown lowered his rifle. Unfortunately, it misfired. The bullet tore through Thomas Cox’s coat. John Sublette and V. G. Smith returned fire killing Brown. Someone inside the house fired a shot from one of the upper-story windows, and Mr. Palmer fell dead in the street. 

That sparked an all-out war.

Much of the fighting was hand-to-hand. Brown’s “gang fought desperately as the posse” forced their way into the hotel. Finally, the posse fought their way up the stairs “where a hand-to-hand struggle with gun barrels, pitchforks and Bowie knives continued.” When Sheriff Warren realized he couldn’t take the building by force, he ordered it fired. Brown’s men jumped out of second-story windows as flames burst through the roof. They were quickly captured.

The sheriff eventually arrested ten of Brown’s men. Five more died in the shootout—including Brown. Six escaped. Four townspeople lost their lives. 

Now that they had the gang, the mob’s mind turned to what they should do with them. The District Court would not meet for three months. The town had no jail, so they needed to do it quickly, whatever they decided.

For a moment, it looked as if the prisoners might be hanged. The posse draped nooses around several of their necks. However, calmer heads prevailed.

D. G. Bates proposed meeting the next morning and voting on how to handle the prisoners. That said, they agreed to meet at ten o’clock the following day.

Anson Harrington felt the men should be hanged but finally agreed the posse should vote on whether the prisoners be hanged or whipped and banned from Jackson County. Each man received a white bean and a black bean. White beans were for hanging, and black beans were for whipping.

The verdict was for whipping. 

Colonel Cox pronounced the sentences on each man, then meted out from four to thirty lashes on the bareback. After that, the posse loaded the prisoners on a boat and floated them downriver with three days’ rations. Each man was warned that should he return, he would be hanged.

William Fox later told Edward Bonney about his punishment after the Belleview War. “Yes. I was at Bellevue in Iowa at the time the mob shot Brown. They arrested me at the same time but could prove little or nothing against me. So, they tied me up to a tree and whipped me nearly to death and then let me go.”

Apparently, the townspeople had seen enough violence.​[i] But it was a close call. If three votes had gone the other way, each prisoner could have been hanged.

It was a tribute to frontier justice. The mob could just as easily have strung the prisoners up, but cooler heads prevailed. 
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J

ohn Driscoll came to Illinois less than twenty years after it became a state. Before that, he and his sons had spent time in an Ohio prison before escaping. The Illinois frontier was the perfect place for them to restart their hijinks. Law enforcement was scarce. What justice existed was generally served up by “judge lynch,” not a sheriff. When the people had enough of it, or a big enough outrage took place, the population rose as one and dished out a serving of pioneer justice.

That’s what happened in the case of the Driscolls. They had their way for years. Then, finally, after killing John Campbell, it was time to pay the piper. 

At first, John Driscoll was much like William Brown in Bellevue, Iowa. Outwardly, he and his gang members were respectable members of the community. They were good citizens who helped their neighbors by day and plundered them by night.

Over time, as more horses disappeared, people began to suspect the Driscolls, but they never had enough proof to make it stick. The sheriff and the judge in Ogle County were gang members, so it didn’t surprise anyone that none of the suspects got convicted.

Like the Banditti of the Prairie, Brown’s men were impossible to convict because gang members would perjure themselves to provide alibis for those who got caught. 

In April 1841, W. S. Wellington captained the first company of Regulators that warned the Driscolls to leave the state or face the consequences.

Unfortunately, he lost his nerve after the gang burned his grist mill and threatened him and his family. After that, Wellington resigned his position as captain of the Regulators and was succeeded by John Campbell.

When William Driscoll threatened John Campbell, Campbell didn’t back down. He gathered a posse of 196 men and rode to Driscoll’s farm, armed and ready for battle. The posse rode out to Driscoll’s place, two abreast in military fashion, “with the stars and stripes unfurled to the breeze” and a bugle blaring. The gang had second thoughts about making a stand when they saw the posse ride in. They rushed out of the house and into the woods. One man stayed behind to let the Regulators know William Driscoll would be back in two hours with his army. Then he would settle the score.

That didn’t worry Campbell. 

His men got off their horses, sat down in the field, and polished and loaded their guns. If Driscoll wanted a fight, the posse was more than willing to oblige him. They had had enough of the gang’s horse thieving and counterfeiting.

Old man Driscoll bumped into Judge Thomas Ford (soon to be Governor) and Sheriff Walrod of DeKalb County on the way to gather his men. He complained of a mob waiting to kill him and dragged them back to the grove, hoping they could scare the Regulators off. 

Unfortunately for Driscoll, things didn’t go quite the way he had hoped. Old man Driscoll figured the judge would give the mob its walking orders. Instead, after listening to Campbell explain why the Regulators were there, the sheriff and judge agreed the posse had good reason to question the Driscolls. Ford rode away, saying the people of Sycamore would be happy to help whenever necessary.

Driscoll didn’t have a choice. 

He agreed to leave the state within twenty days. The problem was—he didn’t mean a word he said. The old man was biding his time, waiting to take revenge on John Campbell and the horse thief company.

Three days later, on June 25, the Driscolls tried to kill Phineas Chaney, a member of the horse thief company. Two days after that, on June 27, the Driscolls murdered John Campbell in front of his wife and son.

Two men approached John Campbell at the gate of his home early on June 27, 1841. When Campbell saw one of the Driscolls, he started to run for cover. The man shot him through the heart and killed him “on the spot!”

His son grabbed a rifle and fired at the attackers, but the cap failed, and his gun misfired. Campbell’s wife and his son, Martin, identified David Driscoll as one of the attackers. They thought the other man was a horse thief named William K. Bridge, who lived at Washington Grove. They were wrong about that. David Driscoll’s actual companion was his brother, Taylor Driscoll.

As word of Campbell’s murder spread through Ogle County, emotions began to boil.

The Illinois Free Trader reported things had come to a head several weeks before. Ogle County had been the scene of “several audacious outrages, committed by a lawless gang... They conceal themselves with a security which the most active and diligent person can scarcely disturb.” Brown’s gang burned Long’s Mill on the Killbuck and wrote threatening letters to many citizens telling them to leave their homes or risk death. The paper said William Driscoll wrote a letter challenging the vigilantes to meet “him and his friends at Driscoll’s Grove” for a fair fight.

Things got so bad that there appeared to be only two types of people left in Ogle County: horse thieves and those who weren’t. Those who weren’t horse thieves were scared for their lives. Many were packing up and moving to safer territory. 

Only the horse thieves would remain if they didn’t do something soon.

Three hundred men from the horse thief company rode out after the Driscolls. 

William T. Ward, the Sheriff of Ogle County, followed the horse tracks back to the home of John Driscoll and arrested him “on suspicion of being accessory to the murder.” The actual murderers, David and Taylor Driscoll, disappeared into the wilderness around Rock River. A vigilante group from Rockford, Illinois, captured the other two brothers, William and Pierce Driscoll.

The vigilantes set Pierce Driscoll free. The other gang members were taken to Stevenson’s Mill in Washington Grove and tried for their crimes. The Illinois Free Trader guessed at least three hundred men attended the trial. “Good, God-fearing men!” There were farmers, lawyers, doctors, and ministers. Whatever people may think, the paper stressed the jury was not your ordinary lynch mob. Instead, it consisted of people from every stratum of Illinois society.

E. S. Leeland (later an Illinois judge at Ottawa) conducted the trial at Washington Grove. One-hundred and twelve Regulators were appointed jurors. After listening to the facts and kicking the testimony around for nearly a full day, the company found John and William Driscoll guilty of conspiring to murder John Campbell and as accessories to murder. 

The committee decided to hang the two men immediately. 

The Driscoll’s last request was to be shot like men instead of “hanged like dogs.” The regulators forced them to kneel on the ground. Bandages were wound around their eyes, then fifty-plus men shot them dead so no one man could be blamed. “Thus died two hardened ruffians, whose life had been one uninterrupted career of crime and wickedness.”

In September 1841, the one hundred and twelve jury members that sentenced John and William Driscoll were tried for murder. Most of the accused pled not guilty. Seating witnesses proved problematic. Upon close examination, “they were found to be a part of the accused themselves, and of course, could not testify.”

Securing a conviction proved impossible.

The Illinois Free Trader summed up the situation: “That the Driscolls were shot, nobody doubts. That any of the accused had a hand in it may or may not be the fact.”

The paper concluded the Driscolls “were shot after an examination which satisfied several hundred of the most respectable citizens of Ogle and the adjoining counties.” Whatever happened in June, the paper did not think it was the act of a mob. After all, they asked: Who makes the law? The people. And the people have a right to protect and defend themselves. So, what they did was justified.

Others argued that once the posse apprehended the prisoners, they could have turned them over to the sheriff so that they could stand for a fair and impartial trial. That was a possibility, but history didn’t bear it out.

In his A History of Illinois, Governor Thomas Ford testified to that. At that time, he said, rogues scattered all over northern Illinois engaged in murder, robbery, horse stealing, and counterfeiting. Ogle County was the worst. 

The criminals there “were so numerous, strong, and well organized, that they could not be convicted for their crimes.” How they escaped justice was the same old story. Members of the band testified the accused were hundreds of miles away when the crime was committed. They sought changes of venue and continuances. Most often, they managed to get acquitted.

Ford thought it was unlikely any villain could have gotten convicted in Ogle County then.

The most recent example was the burning of the new courthouse in Oregon, Illinois. Ogle County had just finished building a new courthouse in the spring of 1841. Seven members of the Driscoll gang were imprisoned in the jail next door, charged with counterfeiting. The bandits set the courthouse on fire one night, hoping to break the prisoners out in the confusion. None escaped, but within a year—they were all free, turned loose by a flawed justice system, or as happened with three of them—they escaped their prison cells.

The only way people could get justice was to take the law into their hands.

​​​
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Murder on the Mississippi (1845)
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T

he first big murder mystery on the Iowa-Illinois frontier was the killing of Colonel George Davenport on Friday, July 4, 1845.

The rest of the family had gone to the Fourth of July festivities in Rock Island. However, the Colonel stayed home to watch over his property because he had seen several suspicious characters lurking around the island the day before.

The gang—Robert Birch, William Fox, John Long, and Aaron Long—concocted their final plan at Grant Reddin’s house on Devil’s Creek. They traveled to Fort Madison, then on the steamboat Osprey to Albany, Illinois. Most likely, they fine-tuned their plan along the way.

The robbery of Colonel Davenport was a “favorite scheme” of the gang. Everyone knew the Colonel was wealthy. The band expected to find at least $30,000 in cash and specie at his home on Rock Island. Instead, their take was closer to $600. 

The robbers camped in the woods about ten miles outside of Albany. That gave them time to work another scheme along the way. A man named Miller lived nearby and was rumored to keep a lot of money on his property. Fox decided to test him before they made their move. He asked Miller to cash a ten-dollar banknote. When Miller couldn’t cash the bill, they gave that idea up.

The men walked back to Albany, stole a boat, and made their way downriver to Davenport’s Island in the middle of the Mississippi. Aaron Long bought food and other supplies at Rock Island, and John Long made a whiskey run on July 3. Later that day, the boys met with John Baxter to hash out the final details.

Baxter watched the Davenport house on the Fourth. Then, when he was sure everyone had left except the Colonel, he let the band know it was time to make their move.

Birch, John Long, and Fox started toward the Davenport house. Aaron Long waited by the river to keep watch over the boat. Davenport was sitting in his parlor, smoking a cigar when he heard a noise. He ran headfirst into the bandits when he got up to investigate. Long hollered to Fox, “Take him, Chunky.” Fox shot Davenport in the leg just above the knee, then tied his red handkerchief around Davenport’s eyes.

After that, the intruders grabbed the old man, threw him to the ground, bound his hands, and demanded all his money. Davenport handed over five hundred dollars in Missouri bills. He said he had some gold and silver coins in an upstairs closet.

The attackers dragged the bleeding Davenport up the stairs and forced him to open the safe. When they saw its paltry contents, they knocked Davenport to the ground and kicked and stomped on him. “Where’s the money, old man?” screamed Fox. Then, whenever Davenport lost consciousness, Fox threw water on him and demanded to know where he kept his money.

Before leaving, the robbers debated what to do with the old man. “Two were for killing him and burning him in his house,” reported the Davenport Gazette. “But it was finally concluded among them to let him remain in his present situation—so they hastily departed.”

Some fishermen near the island heard the Colonel’s cries and made for shore. They found Davenport upstairs, lying in a pool of blood. He was still alive but scared and weak from his wounds and the loss of blood.

The fishermen summoned Dr. Brown, who looked after Davenport until he died around eight o’clock that night. In his more lucid moments, Davenport thought between three and five men had attacked him.

At first, Dr. Brown thought the Colonel would recover. But the one thing he couldn’t get over was the blood. “There was blood everywhere. The house looked like a butcher’s shamble.”

Before he died, Davenport described his attackers. One was a “small, slightly built man, wearing a cloth cap—one, a short thick-set, square-built man, and the other, a large, middling-sized, tall man.”

Davenport’s family offered a $1,500 reward for capturing his assassins. In addition, they printed up handbills describing his watch and pistol, the type of currency taken, and provided a thorough description of his attackers. 

As soon as Edward Bonney saw the handbill, he was sure John Long, William Fox, and a Nauvoo merchant named Bleecher killed Davenport.

Bonney visited Rock Island on July 21 and discovered one of the key players in the murder was Robert Birch, also known as Bleecher, Brown, Harris, and a score of other names. Robert Birch was twenty-eight and had been at his “deviltries” for eight years. In all that time, he had never been arrested. His accomplice, John Fox, was a twenty-eight-year-old farm boy from Indiana. Fox had been arrested numerous times. However, he had always managed to beat the rap by having friends testify he was far away when the crime was committed.

Early in the investigation, Bonney was sure John Long, Aaron Long, William Fox, and Robert Birch had murdered the old man. He just needed to connect the dots. However, chasing down the suspects seemed impossible. “They were four desperate robbers and murderers, who were constantly committing their deeds of darkness, and escaping from point to point, under cover of the night. Changing their name with every change of the wind.”

After the attack on Davenport, the gang traveled to Grant Reddin’s place on Devil’s Creek. On July 9, Reddin and Granville Young went to Nauvoo. 

The news wasn’t good. 

Before he died, the Colonel gave a reasonably accurate description of his attackers. It must have been dead on because Aaron Long said, “the description of the two murderers was a damned good one of John [Long] and [William] Fox.” Even worse, they discovered the authorities had put a $1500 reward on their heads (just over $50,000 in 2021 money). That much cash could tempt their friends to turn them in.

John Long disposed of the pistol he took from Davenport and the gun
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