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  INTRODUCTION


  I wasn’t born in Kansas, nor was I raised here. But the history of Kansas runs through my veins as surely as the DNA I share with my great-great-grandfather Wilford Lambdin, who migrated to Independence, Kansas, in the 1880s. He is buried there, along with my great-great-aunt Amanda. Her life, which ended so violently in 1954, is one of the many myths and legends of Kansas. She is certainly a legend in our family.


  The legends of Kansas run through all of our veins, whether we first recognize it or not. Kansas is a part of all of us who have ever dreamed of something better; who have ever stood up for what is right; who have fought for and believe in freedom; who have ever pushed the envelope; and who fear a knock at the door in the middle of the night.


  The people highlighted in these chapters reflect the best and worst of Kansas and in American history. In reality, they are the best and worst of humankind, and certainly many were an influential part of global history. There are certainly others who are equally intriguing, mysterious, and legendary, but these are the ones I chose.


  My hope is that you will dig deep into your own family roots or into the history of Kansas to see how these people have made a difference in your life. You may find a few mysteries and legends of your own.


  CHAPTER 1


  The Bloody Benders:The First Family of Serial Killers


  Is it possible that a family of four living on the Kansas prairie got away with serial murder for more than three years and escaped to another part of the country to continue their killing spree?


  What does it say about our society that the names and actions of serial killers are as well-known as those of legitimate heroes, true leaders, and kindhearted souls who have relieved suffering rather than be the cause of it?


  Ted Bundy. Jeffrey Dahmer. Son of Sam. The Green River Killer. The Grim Sleeper.


  Their names are ingrained into our human psyche and fascination for the gruesome and fearsome among us.


  For the most part, however, only those who study the actions of serial killers or those who today live in or near Labette County in southeast Kansas know the Bender family name and their deadly acts while living here in the 1870s. Many believe that the Benders could have been the first serial killing family in US history.


  There are so many unknowns about the Bender family. In fact, there’s significant speculation that the four adults were not even related. And much of what was known with certainty at the time has been so inflated by the human capacity for telling a good tale that sharing it with any claim of accuracy nearly 150 years later is next to impossible.


  But the one indisputable fact is that a number of honest, hardworking, and innocent people, including a three-year-old girl, died a horrible and painful death at the hands of these people, who have become known as the Bloody Benders.


  No one knows for sure where the Benders were before they came to Kansas, but John Sr. spoke German, except for a few four-letter English words, and was often seen reading a German Bible. Pa Bender, as he is called in most accounts, was a large man maybe in his late fifties when he and his son, also John, arrived in Labette County, in the fall of 1870. John spoke fluent English without any trace of German and was said to be slim and tall.


  The two men filed adjacent claims of 160 acres each, which as a result of the Homestead Act of 1862 was the standard of the day. Those seeking the American dream of owning land came from around the world as the US government gave away land in exchange for five years of hard work and improvements to the land.


  So Pa Bender and his son, John, didn’t attract any undue attention as they traveled by wagon along the Osage Trail from Fort Scott toward Independence, Kansas. They set to work building a house about one hundred yards from the trail, followed by a well, a barn, and all the trappings of a prairie homestead. Ma Bender and daughter Kate arrived after the house was built, which was also common for settlers at the time. They soon had a few chickens, ducks, cows, and pigs and a small patch of corn with which to feed the animals. An apple orchard followed the next spring.
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  Although Pa and John Bender didn’t attract much attention, the opposite was the case when Ma and Kate arrived. Ma spoke with a thick German accent and was said to be short, heavyset, and harsh in her appearance. Some accounts describe her charitably as “not very friendly” and others say she was “downright mean.”


  Aah, but then there was Kate. Kate made up for any ugliness in Ma’s physicality or personality. In modern terms, Kate was hot, smokin’, a babe. Perhaps in her early twenties, she had auburn hair and a sparkling personality. Endowed with a great body, Kate had a wardrobe that accented her figure. Reports of the day described her as “voluptuous.”


  They say that Kate was intelligent and a great conversation-alist. Some women reported that she flirted with their husbands, but either way, Kate was the energy of the family and probably the brains as well.


  John and Kate often went to church together; and Kate, not afraid to ride and explore the prairie on her own, took a job for a short while in the spring of 1871 at the Cherryvale Hotel, about six miles away. She captivated the attention of any single and many a married man in southeast Kansas. Several called on her and escorted her to picnics, dances, and social events typical of a prairie community in the 1870s.


  Kate didn’t work long at the Cherryvale Hotel because the Benders’ small family business began to flourish and her help was needed back at home. From the beginning, they had planned to operate a little inn and grocery store from the front half of their home, offering respite to travelers on the trail. Even before the women arrived, John put up a large sign, visible from the trail, that read GROCRY. When Kate arrived, she turned the sign over and painted in more legible letters, GROCERIES.


  It’s hard to estimate how many people traveled the Osage Trail, which was located about where Highway 169 is today. It was certainly not a major interstate highway, but this was where a lot of growth took place in the United States during the 1870s. Immigrants were moving to North America in record numbers. Civil War veterans and freed slaves were starting a new life in the unoccupied lands of the West. Missionaries were ministering to the American Indians who had been removed to Oklahoma, just about fifteen miles south of where the Bender family had settled.


  In May 1871 a man’s body was discovered in a nearby creek, his skull smashed and his throat slashed from ear to ear. No one knew who he was, and though they were concerned about the violent nature of his death, risk was a part of the lifestyle on the prairie at this time. He was buried in the church cemetery and everyone went on with their lives.


  In the coming months, word came through the larger communities of Fort Scott and Independence that folks back east were concerned for the whereabouts of missing relatives, menfolk who had headed toward southeast Kansas on business or in hopes of staking a claim. Their families said that most of these men were carrying a fair amount of money.


  A few newspapers ran stories based on the concerns of these families, but they were soon forgotten as local residents struggled through the challenges of life on the prairie in the 1870s. The beauty of the land and the independent, pioneering lifestyle were often accompanied by Mother Nature’s less pleasant side. Searing heat, tornadoes, droughts, grasshopper invasions, and cold winter winds escorted by deadly ice and snow were then and continue today to be a part of the Kansas landscape.


  It was hard on the human body and the human spirit, but Kate Bender developed a following and a bit of an income in promising to cure whatever ailed the people of the day. The flyers she posted claimed that she could “heal all sorts of Diseases,” including blindness, fits, deafness, and dumbness. Original versions of these flyers are a part of the collection at the Kansas State Historical Society in Topeka. She called herself “Professor Katie Bender” but “professor” was certainly a loosely used adjective of the time, not reflecting any higher education or specialized training.


  Among Kate’s many talents was the ability to communicate with the dead through séances and similar means. People sought out those services somewhat regularly, according to tales associated with the Benders.


  One story tells of a woman who couldn’t pay for her treatments and exchanged her sidesaddle for Kate’s healing powers. When the woman wasn’t cured of her malady in a few weeks, she went to the Benders’ inn to ask for the return of the saddle. Kate talked her into one more séance, but about halfway through, the woman got an uneasy feeling and decided to leave. The Bender men chased her into the prairie, where she hid in the tall prairie grass until they gave up their search.


  She told a number of her neighbors that she had feared for her life that night, but most people didn’t pay much attention to the woman’s story. She had the reputation of being a bit of a flake, and most people just laughed it off. The matter was soon forgotten by most who heard the tale.


  LeRoy Dick was one of those neighbors who heard the story firsthand from the woman who lost her sidesaddle. As a township trustee, an elected position, he was as close to authority as was available in the community at the time.


  Although he didn’t entirely believe the woman’s story that the Benders had been about to kill her, her experience did reinforce LeRoy’s growing belief that the Benders were an odd lot. He had had a bit of a disagreement with the Benders about the number of cows they claimed on their property. As township trustee, it was LeRoy’s responsibility to take a census of such matters.


  He found it odd that so little farming was taking place on the two Bender claims, but the family seemed to have enough money to keep going. Maybe the little inn and the séance sideline brought in more business than anyone realized.


  Two people who stopped at the inn for the night were George Longcohr and his little girl from the Independence area, about twenty miles away. George’s wife had recently died and he was taking his daughter to stay with grandparents in Iowa until he could make the farm more productive and perhaps find a wife to help take care of the little girl. He had borrowed a team of horses and a wagon from Dr. William York to make the journey less of a hardship.


  A few weeks later, Dr. York also left Independence to visit his parents near Fort Scott, a trip he made on a regular basis. While he was there, he heard people talking about an abandoned wagon and team of horses found nearby, now being cared for at a local livery. Out of curiosity, Dr. York went to check it out and was flabbergasted to see the very team and wagon he had loaned to his friend George Longcohr just a few weeks earlier.


  By the early spring of 1873, the rumors about people going missing in southeast Kansas continued to escalate. Folks in those parts became indignant at the accusations that something was wrong in the community, and at the same time recognized that if they didn’t do something to put the rumors to rest, it would reflect badly on their property values and the potential for businesses locating in the area.


  A meeting was called to discuss the situation. They say more than one hundred people filled the tiny little schoolhouse on the prairie with much posturing and tough talk, but in the end, nobody really knew what to do or how to handle the problem.


  It all came to a head when word got around that Dr. York had not returned to his family and practice in Independence. Dr. York’s brother, Colonel Alexander York, a Civil War veteran and newly elected state senator in Kansas, took matters into his own hands by organizing a search party to scour the region.


  They talked with a number of people, including LeRoy Dick, who all said they had their suspicions about the Bender family. The York party rode directly to the Bender inn and by all accounts had a very direct confrontation with Kate and Ma regarding the whereabouts of Dr. York. Not finding any answers, Colonel York and his colleagues continued their search elsewhere.


  Another week or two passed. It was May 1, 1873, and spring was evident on the Kansas prairie. The wildflowers bloomed and crops began to grow as the sun warmed the soil.


  Young Billy Toles, a neighbor to the Benders, passed their place on his way to Sunday church. He had wanted to talk to his neighbors about some of their cattle that had wandered onto his place in the past few days, but it looked as if no one was home.


  On his way back from church, Billy stopped to look around. The house was closed up and none of the Benders were to be found. They had obviously been gone for more than a couple days, because the penned livestock were dead or dying from lack of food and water. The gruesome scene that Billy discovered was just the beginning of the wretched discoveries that would be made here in the next few days.


  Word spread, and within twenty-four hours LeRoy Dick, the township trustee, was grappling with the magnitude of carnage while attempting to maintain order among the hundreds of people who came to witness what was unfolding in Labette County.


  Anyone who had visited the Bender inn had commented on how filthy it was and of the ugly, stained curtain that divided the sleeping quarters from the eating/business area. As the day wore on, the activities at the inn over the past few years became clear.


  Those who sat for a meal at the inn were directed to a seat with their backs to the curtain. While lovely Kate entertained and distracted the guest, either Pa or John or both would come from behind and club the unsuspecting guest in the head.


  Their lifeless bodies would then drop through a trap door into a cellar, where they were laid out on a slab of rock and their throats slit ear to ear. Some bodies were mutilated and some dismembered, but the blows to the head and the slashed throats were the common factors.


  Except the little girl.


  As bodies were discovered buried in the soft, well-tended soil of the little orchard, all were naked and facedown in their shallow graves. But the little girl was found fully clothed on top of her father’s body, where she had apparently been tossed and buried alive.


  Dr. York’s body was the first found. LeRoy Dick was devastated to discover the body of his wife’s cousin, who had paid a visit about a year earlier. No one in the family had even noted that he was missing. One man was found buried in a well.


  Not everyone was identified, and newspaper accounts vary between eight and eleven bodies being discovered in the next two days. Decomposed body parts were also found here and there. And then, of course, there were the bodies found out on the open prairie with skull fractures and throats slit more than two years before.


  Three hammers confiscated at the scene and deemed to be the murder weapons are on display at the Cherryvale Museum. A very large, nasty-looking kitchen knife, also confiscated that day, is today in possession of the Kansas State Historical Society.


  The Benders were
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