

  The Bloody Benders

  Shane Larson



The Bloody Benders
	The Bloody Benders
	Part I: The Prairie and the Inn	Chapter 1: The Senator’s Brother
	Chapter 2: Settling Labette County
	Chapter 3: The Bender Family Arrives


	Part II: The Method	Chapter 4: The Death Seat
	Chapter 5: The Disappearances Begin
	Chapter 6: A Pattern Emerges


	Part III: Discovery	Chapter 7: The Search for Dr. York
	Chapter 8: The Orchard
	Chapter 9: A National Sensation


	Part IV: The Manhunt and the Mystery	Chapter 10: The Posses and the Rewards
	Chapter 11: A Hundred False Benders
	Chapter 12: Who Were the Benders?
	Chapter 13: The Failure of Frontier Law
	Chapter 14: The Benders in American Memory


	Appendices	Appendix A: Timeline of the Bender Case
	Appendix B: The Historical Record / Sources
	Appendix C: Further Reading & Sites to Visit





  
    	
      Title Page
    

    	
      Table of Contents
    

  




The Bloody Benders


Introduction

For two years, men disappeared on the Osage Mission Trail.

They were not soldiers or fugitives or men with reasons to vanish. They were ordinary travelers crossing the open grasslands of southeastern Kansas in the early 1870s — homesteaders scouting claims, traders carrying cash, a teamster driving a wagon south, a father moving west with a small daughter beside him on the seat. They rode out from one town and were expected at another, and somewhere on the long, empty stretch of prairie in between, they were never seen again. Their horses turned up in distant counties. Their wagons were found abandoned. A body or two surfaced in a creek, the skull broken, and was buried by strangers who had no name to give it. But mostly the men simply ceased to exist, swallowed by a country so thinly settled that a person could ride for half a day without passing a living soul. On the frontier, a man who failed to arrive was not, at first, a crime. He was a rumor. Maybe he had pushed on to Texas. Maybe he had drowned at a ford, or been thrown by his horse, or simply decided to keep going and not look back. The prairie kept its secrets, and the law, such as it was, had no machinery for prying them loose.

The secrets were buried in an apple orchard behind a one-room cabin on a low rise above the trail, in Labette County, Kansas.

The cabin belonged to a family named Bender — or to four people who called themselves a family and went by that name. There was an older man, John, heavy-browed and grim, who spoke little and what little he spoke was broken German-accented English. There was his wife, a hard, glowering woman the neighbors learned to fear, remembered ever after simply as “Ma.” There was a son, John Junior, in his twenties, given to strange laughter. And there was Kate — young, striking, fluent and forward in a way the others were not, who billed herself as a spiritualist and a healer, gave public lectures on communicating with the dead, and printed handbills promising to cure the sick and the blind. The Benders ran a small wayside establishment out of their cabin: a grocery, an eating house, a place where a traveler crossing the empty miles could buy a tin of crackers, water his team, and sit down to a hot meal. A canvas wagon-sheet hung across the single room, dividing the front, where the family cooked and sold goods, from the back, where they slept. When a guest sat down to eat, he was given the seat of honor — at the head of the table, his chair backed up against that canvas curtain.

It was the most dangerous seat on the American frontier.

What happened in that cabin has been told and retold for a century and a half, and the retelling has worn the hard edges off the facts. So let it be set down plainly, because the plain version is bad enough and does not need embellishing. While the traveler ate, while Kate talked and charmed and drew his attention forward, one of the men stepped up behind the curtain, where the shape of the guest’s head pressed against the cloth, and struck him down with a heavy hammer. The body was dropped through a trapdoor into a shallow stone cellar beneath the floor. Later, under cover of dark, it was carried out to the orchard, laid in a hole already dug, and covered over. The motive was money — the cash, the watches, the teams and wagons of people who would not be missed in time. The Benders had grasped something about their place and moment that the law had not yet grasped about itself: that on this particular stretch of prairie, in these particular years, a man could be made to vanish and no one would come.

For Dr. William Henry York, someone came.

In March of 1873, York — a respected physician from Fort Scott, a man of standing with two formidable brothers — rode out alone across that country and did not arrive where he was expected. His brothers were not the kind of men the prairie could swallow quietly. One was a colonel. The other was a member of the Kansas state senate. They did not write Dr. York off as a casualty of the trail. They came looking, and they kept coming, and they asked questions in a hard, methodical, official way that no one had asked before. The pressure they brought to bear on Labette County did what two years of scattered disappearances had failed to do: it closed a circle. And the people at the center of that circle, sensing it, loaded a wagon one night and disappeared into the same vast country that had hidden their crimes — leaving behind a starving team, an open cabin door, and an orchard that, when the neighbors finally dug it up in May of 1873, gave up roughly a dozen bodies. Among them was Dr. York. Among them, in the detail that has haunted the case longest, was a little girl, the daughter of one of the murdered men, who appeared to have been buried with her father while still alive.

This is a book about that crime, and it is two things at once.

It is a true-crime story — one of the earliest in America to be splashed across newspapers from coast to coast, a sensation that gave the country its first mass-publicized portrait of methodical, profit-driven murder committed not by a lone madman but by what looked like an ordinary family. Decades before anyone had the words serial killer to describe it, the nation read about the Benders and recognized something new and modern in the horror: the predator who is patient, who runs a business, who weaponizes hospitality and trust, who kills for a wallet and a horse and feels nothing about it. The Benders became folklore almost overnight, and they have stayed folklore ever since — appearing in ballads, plays, dime novels, and a hundred secondhand retellings that grew stranger with every telling.

But it is also a study of frontier lawlessness — of what justice actually was, and was not, on the Kansas prairie in the 1870s. The Benders did not succeed because they were criminal geniuses. They succeeded because the world around them had no way to see them. There was no system to track a missing traveler across county lines, no centralized record of the dead, no police force worthy of the name in a county only a few years removed from open prairie. Distance was their accomplice. Isolation was their accomplice. The very settlement boom that had brought them to Kansas — the rush of homesteaders onto land newly taken from the Osage, the lonely scatter of claims across an unmapped grassland — created exactly the blind spot they exploited. The case is, at bottom, the story of predators who understood their frontier better than the law did, and used everything the law could not yet do.

And then there is the ending, which is no ending at all. The Benders got away. Despite posses and vigilance committees and a reward posted by the governor of Kansas himself, despite a manhunt that ranged south toward the Indian Territory and Texas and rumors that placed the family everywhere from Michigan to Mexico, no one was ever convicted of the murders in that orchard. Sixteen years later, in 1889, two women were dragged back to Kansas and tried as Ma and Kate Bender — and the case against them collapsed for want of anyone who could swear to their faces. The competing stories of what became of the family — that they scattered and lived out quiet lives under new names, that a silent vigilante posse caught and killed them and never spoke of it, that they simply melted into the West and were never anywhere again — have never been resolved and almost certainly never will be. The case is, to this day, officially open.

This book tells it straight, and tells it in order. The four parts that follow trace the whole arc of the case from beginning to unfinished end.

Part I — The Prairie and the Inn sets the stage: the disappearance of Dr. York that finally forced the country to look; the post–Civil War settlement of Labette County and the dangerous solitude of its trails; and the arrival of the Benders, the building of their cabin, and the strange theater of Kate Bender’s spiritualism.

Part II — The Method reconstructs, soberly and without sensationalism, how the killing was done — the operation of the inn, the death seat at the table, the cellar and the orchard — and how the disappearances began, one at a time, too scattered and too far apart to form a pattern anyone could yet read.

Part III — Discovery follows the search for Dr. York to the Bender claim, the family’s quiet flight, and the terrible excavation of the orchard in May 1873 — and then the explosion of the story into a national sensation.

Part IV — The Manhunt and the Mystery takes up everything that came after: the posses and the rewards, the decades of false sightings, the failed 1889 trial, the unanswerable question of who the Benders really were, what the case reveals about the failure of frontier law, and how the open ending turned four murderers into an American legend.

A word about how this story is told. The violence in it is real and it is essential — there is no honest way to write about the Benders without it — but it is handled here as history, not as spectacle. The horror of this case has never needed exaggeration, and it will not get any here. Where the record is solid, this book follows it. Where the record is contested — and much of it is, including the body count, the family’s true identities, and their ultimate fate — this book says so plainly rather than papering over the gaps with invented certainty. And throughout, it keeps faith with the people whose disappearances opened this story: the travelers who rode out across the grass and never came back, and who deserve, at minimum, to be remembered as more than the contents of a grave.

It begins with the one man whose disappearance could not be ignored.





Part I: The Prairie and the Inn




Chapter 1: The Senator’s Brother

In the early spring of 1873, Dr. William Henry York settled his accounts in Fort Scott, Kansas, climbed onto a good horse, and rode southwest toward home. He was not expected to be gone long. The distance between Fort Scott and his destination near Independence, in Montgomery County, was the kind of ride a healthy man on a sound animal made without a second thought — a couple of days across open country, with towns and farmsteads strung out along the way at intervals that, on a good map, made the journey look almost civilized. York had made such rides before. He knew the roads. He was a physician, a man of education and standing, well known in the southeastern corner of the state, and he had come up to Fort Scott on business that was now concluded. There was nothing about the trip to mark it as different from a dozen others. He pointed his horse south and west, into the long grass, and rode off the edge of the documented world.

He never reached home.

It is worth pausing on how ordinary that sentence would have sounded in Kansas in 1873, and how extraordinary it became only because of who Dr. York’s brothers were. Men failed to arrive all the time. The prairie of southeastern Kansas in these years was a place of enormous distances and almost no infrastructure for keeping track of human beings. A traveler who set out from one county and did not turn up in the next had, in the eyes of nearly everyone, simply been absorbed into the general uncertainty of frontier travel. He might have changed his plans. He might have been delayed by weather, by a lame horse, by an offer of work or a card game in a town along the way. He might have drowned crossing a swollen creek, or frozen in a sudden norther, or fallen and broken his neck in country where no one would find him for a season. He might have been robbed and killed by some drifter, his body left in a ravine for the coyotes. All of these things happened, and none of them, individually, set off alarms. The frontier had no apparatus for distinguishing a murder from a misadventure from a man who had decided, for reasons of his own, to vanish. It simply noted the absence and moved on.

Dr. York’s absence was different, because it ran into the wall of his family.

Two Brothers Who Would Not Let Go

William York had brothers, and they were not men accustomed to having their questions go unanswered. The most consequential of them was Alexander M. York, who held a seat in the Kansas state senate. In a young state still building its institutions, a sitting senator was a figure of real weight — a man with access to the governor’s office, to the militia, to the courts, to the press, and to the kind of organized manpower that ordinary citizens could only wish for. When Alexander York began to ask where his brother had gone, his questions did not dissolve into the prairie air the way an ordinary family’s would have. They carried the force of the state behind them.

The second brother who threw himself into the search was Colonel Ed York — Edward York — a man with military bearing and the habit of command. Between them, the York brothers represented exactly the combination that the Benders, and whoever else preyed on the trails of Labette County, had never had to reckon with: social standing, political power, organizational competence, and an absolute refusal to accept a vague answer. They did not believe their brother had simply wandered off. William York was a settled, successful man with a practice and a reputation and every reason to come home. He was not the sort to disappear by choice. And so, where another family might have grieved quietly and assumed the worst about the dangers of the road, the Yorks did something the frontier was poorly equipped to handle. They investigated.

The decision to investigate was, in its way, the hinge on which the entire Bender case would turn. For two years, the killers on the Osage Mission Trail had operated inside a perfect blind spot — preying on exactly the kind of traveler who would not be missed in time, the man riding alone, the stranger passing through, the homesteader whose family was hundreds of miles away and slow to worry. Their genius, if it can be called that, lay in target selection as much as in method. They took people the system could not see. Dr. York, by sheer accident of birth, was the one victim the system would not let go.

When his brothers began retracing his route, they did what no one had done for any of the earlier missing men: they treated the disappearance as a problem to be solved, with a starting point and an ending point and a finite stretch of road in between. They learned where William had last been seen. They learned where he had been heading. And they began, methodically, to close the gap between the two, asking at every farm and crossroads and wayside stop along the way whether anyone had seen a doctor on a good horse riding south.

That stretch of road ran past a low rise in Labette County, and on that rise stood a one-room cabin run by a German family named Bender.

The Man Who Vanished

It is easy, in a case so dominated by its perpetrators, to let the victims thin into a list — names attached to bodies in an orchard, props in someone else’s horror. Dr. William York deserves better than that, and so do the others, and it is worth holding him in focus for a moment as the living man he was before the trail took him.

He was a physician, which on the frontier of the 1870s meant something both more and less than it means today. Medical training in that era was uneven and often informal, and a country doctor’s practice ranged across everything from setting broken bones and delivering babies to dosing fevers and stitching wounds, frequently riding long distances on horseback to reach patients scattered across the countryside. It was hard, itinerant work that demanded competence, stamina, and a willingness to be alone on the road in all weathers — and it made a man like York a known and respected figure across a wide territory. People depended on him. They remembered him. A doctor passing through was not an anonymous drifter but a man whose face and name were familiar at farmsteads for miles around, which is part of why his movements could later be traced at all.

York was associated with Fort Scott, an older and more established town in the southeastern corner of the state. Fort Scott had begun as a genuine military post in the years before the Civil War, and it had grown into a settled community with the institutions a frontier town accumulated as it matured — businesses, churches, a degree of permanence that the brand-new railroad towns to the southwest still lacked. To set out from Fort Scott and ride into the raw, recently opened country around Independence and Cherryvale was, in a sense, to travel backward in time, from the settled edge of the frontier into its rough leading margin. York made that journey as a matter of routine. Whatever business had carried him north to Fort Scott was the ordinary business of a professional man, and when it was done he turned for home with no more apprehension than any traveler felt on a familiar road.

What he did not know — what no one yet knew — was that the familiar road had become, somewhere along its length, a killing ground. The very routine of the journey was part of the trap. A man who has ridden a road a dozen times does not approach the thirteenth with suspicion. He stops where he has always stopped, eats where the food is, and thinks nothing of turning his back to a canvas curtain in a cabin that has, every previous time, sent him on his way fed and unharmed.

The Road He Took

To understand what Dr. York rode into, it helps to understand the country itself. Southeastern Kansas in 1873 was raw, recently opened land. The Osage people had been pushed off it only a few years before, and white settlement had rushed in behind them with the speed that characterized the whole American frontier in the post–Civil War years. The towns were new — Independence, Cherryvale, Thayer, Oswego, Parsons — many of them only a year or two or three old, laid out by railroad promoters and town-site companies and filling up with homesteaders, merchants, speculators, and drifters. Between the towns lay the prairie: mile upon mile of tallgrass, broken by timber along the watercourses, cut by trails that were less roads than habitual paths worn into the sod by wagon wheels and hooves.

The route Dr. York traveled was part of an old network of trails that connected the new towns to the older settlements and missions of the region — among them the trail that ran toward Osage Mission, a Catholic mission station that had been a fixed point in this country since before the settlement boom. These trails were the arteries of the new economy. Down them moved the whole traffic of frontier life: settlers hauling their possessions to new claims, farmers carrying grain to market, cattle buyers and horse traders, peddlers, preachers, soldiers, and men of business like William York, riding from town to town on the errands that knit a young society together. And because there was nowhere else to stop — no chain of hotels, no telegraph at every crossing, no scheduled coach with a manifest of passengers — travelers depended on the scattered wayside establishments that dotted the trails: the eating houses, the groceries, the crude inns where a man could buy a meal, water his horse, and sometimes sleep.

The Bender cabin was one of these. It sat on a rise above the trail, conspicuous and convenient, exactly where a hungry, tired traveler would be glad to find it. From the outside it was unremarkable — a small frame building with a well, a barn, a garden, and an orchard of young apple trees set out behind. A sign or a word of mouth marked it as a place that sold groceries and served meals. To a man riding south across empty country in the early spring of 1873, with the day getting on and his stomach empty, it would have looked like exactly what it advertised itself to be: a small mercy on a long road, a place to rest before pushing on.

Dr. York, retracing his steps in the imagination of his searching brothers, had almost certainly stopped there. It lay squarely on his route. It was the obvious place to pause. And it was the last place, the Yorks would slowly come to believe, that anyone could reliably place him alive.

Why This One Could Not Be Ignored

There is a temptation, looking back across a century and a half, to ask why it took the disappearance of a senator’s brother to crack a case that had been accumulating bodies for two years. The honest answer is that the question contains its own reply. It took a senator’s brother because nothing less would do.

Consider what stood in the way of any earlier reckoning. There was no centralized record of the missing. A man who failed to arrive in Independence was not entered in any ledger of the lost; his absence existed only in the worry of whoever was expecting him, and if no one was expecting him closely — if he was a bachelor, a stranger, a man whose people were far away — his absence might not register anywhere at all for weeks or months. There was no police force in the modern sense. Law enforcement in a frontier county meant a sheriff and perhaps a deputy or two, responsible for an enormous territory, reactive by nature, with no capacity for the kind of sustained, proactive investigation that tracing a missing traveler would require. There was no forensic science, no system of identification, no way to connect a body found in a creek in one township with a name reported missing in another. Jurisdiction itself was a maze: a man might vanish in one county, his horse turn up in a second, his fate lie buried in a third, with no authority responsible for stitching the pieces together.

And there was the prairie’s own complicity in confusion. So many things could befall a lone traveler that murder was rarely the first explanation anyone reached for. The default assumption ran the other way: he probably moved on, he probably drowned, he probably is fine and the letter just hasn’t come. Each individual disappearance arrived wrapped in a dozen innocent possibilities, and the possibilities dissolved suspicion before it could harden into action.

The Yorks broke through all of this not because they had better tools — they had the same primitive tools as everyone else — but because they had the will and the weight to use those tools to exhaustion. A senator could demand cooperation that a grieving widow could not. A colonel could organize men and ride the ground himself. Together the brothers could refuse, again and again, to accept the easy answer, and could keep refusing for as long as it took. They could afford to treat a single disappearance as worth the resources of a small campaign. No one had ever been able, or willing, to do that for the men who vanished before.

It is one of the quiet ironies of the case that the Benders’ undoing came not from any failure of their method, which remained as effective on Dr. York as it had been on anyone, but from a failure of their target selection — the one variable they could not fully control. They had built their whole enterprise on the principle of taking people who would not be missed. In Dr. William York, they took a man whose disappearance would be missed by the State of Kansas itself.

The Methodical Search

What the Yorks did, in the weeks after William failed to arrive, looks unremarkable on its face and was in fact something close to revolutionary for its setting. They reconstructed the journey. They established where the doctor had last been reliably seen and where he had been bound, and they treated the country in between as a problem with boundaries — a finite road, a finite number of stops, a finite set of people who might have laid eyes on him. Then they went down that road and asked.

This is the ordinary grammar of an investigation, and it is exactly what no one had been able to bring to bear on the earlier disappearances. To work a route this way required things in short supply on the frontier: the time to do it, the standing to compel answers, the manpower to cover ground, and an unwillingness to be satisfied with a shrug. The York brothers had all four. A state senator and a colonel, riding the trail with men at their backs and the implicit authority of the state in their questions, were not easily turned away with a vague “haven’t seen him.” They could come back. They could ask again. They could organize. They could make their inquiry a matter of public concern in a way that a lone worried relative never could.

As they worked their way south and west, a pattern emerged in the answers — not the pattern of the crime itself, not yet, but the pattern of a trail that ran warm and then went cold. Witnesses placed the doctor on the road, moving toward the Bender neighborhood. Beyond a certain point, the sightings stopped. The information did not trail off gradually, the way it might if a man had simply ridden on into country where fewer people knew him; it ended, as though he had reached a place and not continued past it. To searchers paying close attention, that was a fact with weight. A traveler does not usually vanish from a road at a single point. Either he turned off it, or something on it stopped him.

The Benders, for their part, played their role to the end. When the searching brothers and their neighbors came asking — and the Bender cabin, squarely on York’s route, could hardly avoid being asked — the family was, by the accounts that survive, helpful and unbothered. They had seen him, perhaps; he had stopped, perhaps; he had eaten and ridden on. The performance was the same one they had given to everyone, and it had always worked before. What they could not have fully reckoned with was that this time the questioners would not go away, and that the pressure would keep building until the only safe move left to them was the one that would, in the end, give the whole game away: to run.

The Question on the Trail

By the time Alexander and Edward York and the men they gathered around them had worked their way down the doctor’s route, the shape of the problem had narrowed to a single, ominous stretch of country and a handful of places where a traveler would have stopped. The trail led toward the Bender claim and the cabin on the rise, and there, every time, the trail of information seemed to thin and falter. People had seen Dr. York heading that way. Fewer could say they had seen him beyond it. The country south and west of that point, where his horse and his body should have continued, gave back nothing.

What the Yorks were circling, without yet knowing it, was the answer to far more than




