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                PREFACE

                I had stopped sleeping during the spring of 2003. 

                A conversation with a Jesuit priest had triggered a childhood nightmare.

                Father Francis X. Cleary taught a class on evil and demonic Christianity at Saint Louis University, where I was a student. Cleary was stern—to put it mildly. The snow-haired man walked with a cold shuffle that accentuated the white priest’s collar around his neck and the scowl on his face. When I first met him, he used a cane, which he would rap on the floor or the desks of inattentive students. 

                He specialized in the mythology of exorcisms. In particular, the exorcism of the young boy who inspired William Peter Blatty’s book The Exorcist. Cleary’s Jesuit brothers at the university had performed the ritual on the possessed boy in the late 1940s. (Blatty said he changed the sex of the possessed child from boy to girl out of deference to one of the priests.) 

                All of that had been turned to legend by the time I walked the statue-lined pathways of the university. Talk of ghosts and evil spirits had supplanted the true story. Folklore said that a room on campus at Verhagen Hall served as the site for the exorcism—near where Cleary once had an office. “The kids gather outside on Halloween and look up at the window,” Cleary once said. “I suppose every school has its ghost stories. Ours just happened to become a best-selling book and movie.” 

                The real exorcism took place in the psychiatric unit at Alexian Brothers Hospital in St. Louis. 

                Cleary was a young student at the university when the exorcism happened. One day I approached the aged priest, as had so many others, to talk about it. I was nervous. I made sure to watch my words. (Cleary was obsessed with good grammar.)

                To my surprise, he was engaging about the whole affair. We spoke about how a fourteen-year-old boy in suburban Washington, DC, had allegedly become possessed by the devil. About how and why he came to St. Louis. About the process Father William Bowdern used to allegedly expel his demons. 

                Believers and nonbelievers argue over whether it was a case of demonic possession or mental illness. I look at it with a skeptical eye. But the mythology that took hold after the event—of twisting heads, shaking beds, scratching noises, changing voices, flying vomit—is frightening. 

                “Some of the Jesuits living with me at Saint Louis University at the time were conversant with some of the events of the case and, as often happens, as the story was passed on, it became more fanciful and inaccurate,” Bowdern was said to have written to Blatty. 

                But Bowdern cautioned, “I can assure you of one thing: The case I was involved with was the real thing. I had no doubts about it then, and I have no doubts about it now.” 

                I discussed those details with Cleary. Our conversation turned to my own story. My major. My background. My future. I told him I was interested in becoming a journalist. 

                He asked me where I had been raised. I told him I was from a small town in Illinois called Millstadt. Surprisingly, Cleary had heard of it. He said there had been a bad murder there more than a century before, and that the event gave way to mythology. I knew immediately that he was talking about the Saxtown murders—the unsolved killing of a five-person family on an isolated farm. My childhood had been filled with stories about how the German immigrant family had been hacked to death with an ax in the middle of the night. 

                It had often kept me awake as a boy. I was afraid that someone would storm into our house while we were asleep and kill us all. 

                Nobody really had the straight story. It had been embellished through the years. The family was said to have netted a gold fortune from Germany and had been killed by someone hoping to steal it. From there, fact had turned to fiction. Locals often repeated fragmented details of the case and then said this person or that person knew the “real story”—although no one ever did. Of course, everyone was sure that the farm where the murders occurred was haunted. 

                My parents owned a copy of a short, fictionalized account that had been published in the local newspaper by a dentist in 1974 for the centennial of the murders. The story was frustrating because names had been changed and events distorted. It didn’t tell you what actually happened. But it was still scary. As a kid I would remove the copy tucked away in a dresser drawer, half in a fright, and look at the red cover with dread. Then I would slowly turn the pages to read the story. A sleepless night almost always followed. I often clung to my covers in bed, lying there with one eye open while hearing noises and fearing shadows—even though nothing was there. 

                Years later, after having talked to Cleary, my childhood nightmare had been reawakened. I searched online late at night for more information on the Saxtown story. But it was largely fruitless. The case, which had made national headlines for weeks, had been forgotten. Almost like it hadn’t really happened at all. 

                But I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I wanted to know the details of the family that was killed. Why someone raised an ax over their heads. Why their murderer was never caught. I wanted to feel the drama. I wanted to be thrown back in that world and learn about my roots. About the Germans who had immigrated to the Midwest in the 1800s. 

                That story didn’t exist in one place. It was scattered in libraries across the country. 

                So, being an aspiring journalist, I decided to seek out the truth. I walked into the Pius XII Memorial Library and requested microfilm rolls from the newspapers of 1874. I slipped the flimsy celluloid through the machine and turned it on. Now the case seemed alive. There before me blared the headline from the St. Louis Dispatch: Saxtown. The Terrible Scene in the Stillzenreider Farm House. 

                I made copies of the original newspaper stories and walked home to my apartment to read them. I locked the doors, turned on every light—and stayed up all night. 

            


		
			
				PROLOGUE: THE MURDERED FAMILY

				The Saxtown farmers hurried to Freivogel Cemetery to make their stand. 

				They were older men now. Wrinkled and gray. Their creaky limbs could barely hold steady a pitchfork or a lantern, much less a gun or a knife. 

				But they were ready for battle. Their aged bodies and fragile memories could not forget what had happened all those years ago—and they were still willing to do whatever it took to avenge it. 

				Under the barren grass beneath their feet in the tree-wrapped graveyard were the wooden coffins they had made in March of 1874. In them were the five bodies of the murdered Stelzriede family—three adults, two children. 

				The mostly German-American mob remembered those days from years ago. When the detectives came. When the newspapermen came. When more than a thousand people had tramped the lonely Southern Illinois cemetery’s lawn the day the Stelzriedes were lowered into the ground. 

				There was so much drama, with neighbor suspecting neighbor of cutting throats, that few people knew exactly where the bodies were. The Stelzriedes, after all, had been buried in unmarked graves.

				But Sexton Joseph R. James knew. And now the men were ready to protect the bodies from him. 

				Walking into the cemetery, amid gloomy woods and wheat fields, James was charged with opening the graves, digging up their bones, and moving them eight miles from the small farming community to the sprawling Walnut Hill Cemetery in Belleville, Illinois, where a stone obelisk had been erected to honor the German immigrant family’s memory. Chiseled into the monument’s surface were the words Zum Andenken am der Ermordete Familie. 

				In English: “To the memory of the murdered family.” 

				The memory was frozen in the minds of the Saxtown men who were standing in the cemetery. They could see the Stelzriedes’ horror-stricken faces. See them like it was yesterday. 

				And they could picture an ax in the hands of a faceless killer, glinting in the moonlight as it approached the Stelzriede cabin. 

				They had mythologized what happened on the night of the murders. Their minds buzzed with a frightening sequence: The killers approached the small farmhouse and knocked on the front door. Fritz Stelzriede, sleeping on a lounge near the door, asked who was there. 

				“The answer reassured him,” it was reported. Fritz put on his trousers and opened the door. 

				With a foot on the threshold, one of the “midnight callers” slammed an ax down on Fritz’s head. But it only staggered him. There was a brief, desperate struggle. He fought for his life. The ax came down twice more. Fritz dropped to the ground. 

				“His brains were oozing from the three great holes in his head, but to make the work complete his throat was half severed with one sweep of a keen corn knife,” the St. Louis Post-Dispatch reported. 

				The eyes of his wife and children opened. But not fast enough. The ax slammed their heads and the corn knife slashed their throats.

				In the next room old man Stelzriede awoke to the commotion and ran out. As he approached through the doorway, a misguided ax swing missed the patriarch’s head and bore into the doorjamb. Another swing missed, too, and took out another hunk of wood. The third swing hit its mark. Square in the head. The corn knife swept across his neck and finished him. 

				At least that’s how the men imagined it now as Sexton James and his hired hands ambled through the cemetery amid the white tombstones jutting out of the ground, looking for the Stelzriedes’ unmarked resting place. 

				News of James’s arrival had spread through Saxtown. Fast. The farmers dropped everything and headed to the Freivogel Cemetery. They feared that James was going to try to raise the bodies. 

				That’s exactly what he intended to do. 

				James, a grave-digging Englishman, had buried bodies at the Walnut Hill Cemetery in Belleville since 1855. Through the years, he had converted Walnut Hill from a “bramble-grown wood to a well-kept modern park of the dead, with shaded drives and walks and vistas which would be pleasing if they were not dotted with the marble signs of homes bereft and hearts broken.” 

				He had even lived in the cemetery for a time. Then across the street, looking out at the headstones with flowers and evergreens—but not ghosts. 

				“I have been through it all hours of the night,” James said. “I have dug graves at midnight by the light of the moon. But I have never seen a ghost or anything that looked like ghosts are supposed to look. There may be such things as ghosts, I can’t say there ain’t, because I don’t know. But if there are any I think they are about as careful as most people are to avoid graveyards at night.” 

				He continued, “I’ll tell you what I think about ghosts. People who expect to see them and think they see them, do see them—in their minds. It’s all in their imaginations.” 

				James had buried thousands and thousands of corpses. Or, as he called them, “live ones.” “A live corpse is a fresh one—one buried for the first time, you know,” James once said. “Dead ones are those which are handled a second time.” 

				In Saxtown James was looking for dead ones. 

				He had been asked to dig up dead ones before. Mostly by imaginative mothers who had convinced themselves that their dead children really weren’t dead. 

				“I say to all of them: ‘If the child was not dead before, it is certainly dead now.”

				“Some have had so strong a feeling that a person had been buried alive that nothing I could say had any effect on them and I have had to open the graves. In no case, however, did I find anything to indicate that consciousness had returned after internment.” 

				James wasn’t expected to chisel open the Stelzriede coffins to check if the inhabitants were alive. He was expected simply to raise them up, place them on wagons, and take them to his cemetery in Belleville, where a Stelzriede relative had erected the handsome nine-foot-tall monument. 

				The farmers of Saxtown stood in his way. They believed the removal of the bodies would prevent efforts, which had been ongoing for years, to find the killers. Suspicion being what it was, perhaps the unknown killers stood among them. 

				The crime had hung over the community for too long. 

				The farmers declared that the bodies should not be removed. And that they would use force to prevent it. 

				The exhumation was abandoned. James turned around and left without putting the bodies on the back of his wagon. One more attempt was later made to remove the corpses. The farmers prevented it again. 

				A monument that marks no grave remains in Walnut Hill Cemetery. The Stelzriedes remain in Saxtown. And some say so do their ghosts.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

				Escaping Tragedy

				Carl Stelzriede was an old man escaping tragedy. A sixty-five-year-old German immigrant farmer evading God’s vengeance. 

				Death was near, he surely knew. Weathered and pocked by the marks of age, he had shaky hands, weak legs, and cloudy eyes. A German farmer did most of his work with his hands. Carl Stelzriede (pronounced stilts-ZEN-reeder) was no different. He had split his own wood, milked his own cows, and hunted his own meat. For decades he had plowed the Southern Illinois soil and fetched buckets of water from a creek. Now the hellish labor was evident to anyone who bothered to notice. He was bent, his back hunched like the stem of a wilting sunflower. 

				And yet his hair was still black—a remarkable jet black deep enough to reflect the fearful elegy frozen in his mind. Carl had been running from death his whole life. First from fire, then from fate. At least now his anxiety was calmed by the probability that it would be natural.

				The old man had lived well beyond the life expectancy of the time. In 1874 the average man could expect to live to age forty. About 2 percent of the United States population made it to sixty and beyond. Carl was reminded almost daily that his time was almost up: Maria Christina Horstmann Stelzriede, his wife, had been dead for eight years. 

				Carl lived in a countryside hamlet of German immigrants east of St. Louis, Missouri, on the Illinois side of the Mississippi River. He had given up farming his sixty acres. Instead, he roamed the land like a lost soul, with a forlorn hope to avoid whatever bad thing God had in store. 

				The economic disaster catalyzed by the Panic of 1873 was in full force—and it was brutal. The post–Civil War boom, fueled by railroads and land speculation, had ended with a hangover.

				“As the nation emerged from the civil war and ‘got its breath,’ as it were, after that great struggle, it leaped into the task of upbuilding which had been temporarily abandoned in the four years preceding,” the New York Times wrote. “Railroads were projected and laid out, new territory opened up and settled, the roads themselves built, and all on credit that was freely extended.” 

				The credit dried up. Panic set in. Cotton and iron mills threw thousands of laborers, many former Union and Confederate soldiers, onto the streets and into unemployment. The terms tramp and bum became commonplace as relief rolls exploded. 

				The Long Depression, as it was later known, terrorized bottom lines for the rest of the decade. Grizzled laborers headed to farms where they begged for work. The men who had fought the war and the cowards who had avoided it were willing to do anything for money. Anything. 

				None of it mattered to Carl. The honest, Christian man had finally found prosperity. He had his land, which the Germans had coveted in the old country. And now, after his years of struggle, locals were gossiping that he had just received a legacy fortune of cash and gold from Germany. He had money at a time when few did. Carl only fretted that God would notice. 

				There was reason to worry. 

				Carl had spent his early life in the farming village of Hille, Germany, amid war and political unrest, in a land that was constantly being carved up by nobility and kings. Against the backdrop of the Napoleonic Wars, he had performed much of the same grueling farm work he later did in America—just without success. 

				He lived a desperate life in Germany. The newspapermen were more kind with their assessment. “Life in the old country had not prospered with him,” one wrote. 

				Carl owned a vine-clad cottage there. That is, until someone burned it down. The cruel flames came at the hand of an incendiary. The perpetrator was unknown. 

				Carl’s spirit, though, was unbroken. That was the German way. He rebuilt, albeit a smaller house, simply remembered as a “less imposing domicile.” 

				It didn’t stand for long. Soon the wooden house was struck by a bolt of lightning and destroyed. Carl and Maria were stunned by the electric shock and barely made it out alive. They were able to recover in time to save a small amount of their household belongings. Not that there was much to save. 

				His children added to his dread. Between 1838 and 1841 three of Carl and Maria’s children had died. Four-year-old Friedrich Christian in 1838. Thirteen-month-old Christian Friedrich in 1840. One-year-old Christian Heinrich in 1841. Only one son, Fritz, made it to adulthood. 

				Carl was disheartened by the death and destruction and felt that the ominous recurrence of misfortune was somehow representative of God’s displeasure. A devout churchgoer, he surely heard the words of Job: “When I looked for light, then came darkness.” 

				Carl’s life in the old country mirrored a Jobian struggle. His kids were gone. His house was gone. God seemed to have taken away more than he could handle. 

				So Carl Stelzriede escaped. 

				In 1844 he and his wife boarded an immigrant sailing ship and headed for America, where many Germans either sought refuge from the turmoil of Europe or ran away from their past. The trip across the Atlantic wasn’t easy. A New York newspaper called these immigrant vessels “damned plague ships and swimming coffins.” The Stelzriedes carried little with them from the old country other than a green chest of dry goods and a small trunk of “trumpery usually to be found about a German cottage.” 

				The average journey across the Atlantic took about two months. Aboard the ship, the Stelzriedes lived in close quarters with practically no fresh air. There were few toilets. Meals consisted largely of salt meat, custard, and plums. Most of that was passed back up from stomach to wood floor. Seasickness reigned. 

				After weeks at sea avoiding disease—and surviving the pungent smell of urine and vomit—the couple docked in New Orleans. They immediately went up the fabled Mississippi River, which looked remarkably different than the great rivers of Europe. The Mississippi was the color of clay and clogged with tree trunks, ripped by the river’s strong current. The Stelzriedes landed at St. Louis, a boomtown bustling with steamboats and troublemakers perched above the river like a terrace. “If you send a damned fool to St. Louis, and you don’t tell them he’s a damned fool, they’ll never find it out,” Mark Twain once wrote. The Stelzriedes headed into the foolish abyss and never looked back. 

				Founded by the French in 1764, St. Louis had cultivated a vast German-speaking community that offered the prospect of a safe harbor for the Stelzriedes. They could hide from their angry God in a foreign land but still speak their native tongue. The couple, however, wasn’t interested in city life—particularly in St. Louis, where residents drank muddy water and breathed coal dust. 

				“The coal smoke turns it into an antiquity the moment you take your hand off it,” Twain wrote of the city. “The smoke used to bank itself in a dense billowy black canopy over the town, and hide the sky from view.” 

				Disease was rampant. Cholera and bilious fever, acquired from drinking river water, killed whole sections of the population. 

				“The funeral bells were ringing nearly all of the time in St. Louis,” wrote Gustave Koerner, a German immigrant passing through the city. “Everybody expected to be taken down any day.” 

				Still, St. Louis was on the rise. Steamboats lined the river wharf, where merchants battled for customers. The streets were full of immigrants, the barrooms crowded with Irish, Germans, Swiss—and fistfights. The city was an international stew of newcomers, businessmen and wayward souls headed out west. 

				One thing shocked some of the visiting rural Germans, like the Stelzriedes. The streets were also packed with black people (roughly equal to the number of whites). The courthouses conducted slave auctions, and public lashings were common. 

				“From the second story of our residence we could see into the neighboring house, where we once saw what appeared to be an American lady, lashing a young slave girl with a cow hide. Had there still been a lingering disposition . . . to settle in Missouri, these scenes would have quenched it forever,” Koerner remembered. 

				The Stelzriedes had the same outlook. They stuck with their farming vocation and disembarked to the nearby prairie uplands of Illinois, where German encampments had sprung up around cheap farm ground. The swath of land pinned above the American Bottom in St. Clair County was their destination. 

				Saxtown was pronounced by locals with a short a, which put special emphasis on ax. It sounded like a frightening place to outsiders, especially when barbed with a thick, Low German accent. The Stelzriedes didn’t mind. They had decided it would be their home. 

				To get there they likely paid the Wiggins Ferry Company to shuttle them eastward across the Mississippi, where steamboats swarmed the muddy channel “like ants in their labyrinthian cities.” The crossing was dangerous at times. The river was infested with bold pirates who weren’t afraid to steal or murder. 

				Once safely across, the Stelzriedes headed through the American Bottom, a stretch of floodplain below the river bluff. A path of black mud led through the wilderness and up the bluff, where the bright gas lamps of St. Louis, muffled by coal smoke, faded behind the treetops. 

				Saxtown wasn’t easy to find. Traveling the path there was a bit like wearing a straightjacket. The way out was clear. Movement was difficult. Perseverance was a virtue.

				The path was called a cut. The word road would have been too kind. “On either side of the track, if it deserve the name, was the thick ‘bush;’ and everywhere was stagnant, slimy, rotten, filthy water,” Charles Dickens wrote of his trek through a nearby area. Horse carriages often drowned in the mud during wet seasons. The sound of frogs and wild pigs echoed everywhere, creating a strange cacophony of noise in almost all seasons. (Dickens described the swine as “a course, ugly breed, as unwholesome-looking as though they were the spontaneous growth of the country.”) Flecks of limestone jutted through the hills and marked the route. The yellow rocks appeared to smile at those who left and grimace at those who came.

				About twenty miles in on the way to Saxtown was Millstadt, a small town fueled by coal mining and flour manufacturing. There wasn’t much of note other than a large mill, steep with swollen grain elevators. There was no bank or police station. All of that was in Belleville, about eight miles northeast. That meant most people policed themselves and hid their money at home before they could make a day’s journey to a bank—sometimes a dangerous task in later years as people grew desperate for money. 

				Millstadt was a German town, which meant there were lots of funny-sounding German names like Valentine Brenfleck (a brewer and tavern owner), Henry Oldendorph (a wagon dealer), Herman Bruggenjurgen (a grocer), and Adolph Schlernitzauer (a doctor). Small wooden homes were arranged neatly about the blocks. Chickens were known to tramp in the front yards and cluck a sort of disjointed waltz. 

				About three miles south was Saxtown, which sat almost invisible in the countryside. Stitched together by a patchwork of adjoining farms, it was divided by split-rail fences and woodlands. Saxtown, much like the neighboring hamlets of Boxtown, Bohleyville, Darmstadt, and Herr Gott’s Eck (God’s Corner), was “strictly rural in all its character.” There was no town center or municipal government. Unless a person spoke German, he or she wasn’t welcome. Saxtonites had created a closed German society separate from the surrounding English world. They kept their own land and bought out neighbors of other nationalities. Almost all of them were congregants at the Zion Evangelical Church in Millstadt on Sunday. None of them enjoyed any social standing. 

				Sometimes the neighbors would gather and play music. They used backcountry fiddles, not the violins of the great German composers. 

				The Stelzriedes liked the area because it reminded them of home. They wrote to relatives in Germany, who later moved nearby. Carl and his wife bought land with their savings and built a small cottage made of squared logs. Split pieces of hickory were dipped in mud, wrapped with straw, and slapped on the house as insulation. The frame house was one of rugged austerity. It had just three rooms—a sitting room, a small bedroom, and a kitchen. The house fronted eastward about twenty yards off a broad county highway. There was an open porch in the rear, not far from a rocky stream. 

				Life prospered for Carl. His son Fritz appeared to have survived the ills that had wiped out the other children in Germany. His farm grew with the boy. Soon, the place had a rich wheat field, not to mention oat and corn fields. It was stocked with cows, bulls, mules, horses, and pigs (which were surely just as ugly as the ones Charles Dickens bemoaned). 

				Farming wasn’t everything. The German-Americans often adopted a thrifty way of life to benefit their farms, which meant a standard of living much lower than the native population. They made their own clothes, tools, and food. With the money he had saved, Carl liked to play part-time banker. Lending out money (at interest) was a good way to generate extra cash, especially because he was landlocked by larger neighboring farms, which stunted growth. 

				And that was that. Life remained unremarkable and made its inevitable circle. Maria died in 1866. Fritz married Anna Tatje, also from the area, two years later. The couple took over the farm from the aged Carl and soon produced two children—a boy and a girl. 

				It was a matter of German pride for Saxtonites to keep their farms in their own families generation after generation. The German immigrants welcomed children as a joy, and as an asset. Hired labor was used only during harvest time. Carl had relied on it more than most and often had two men on payroll at any given time. Fritz continued the practice. Hired hands had reputations for being menacing folks with little intelligence, downtrodden people capable of anything. Sometimes they were violent or just plain mad; their tempers were quick as they passed from farm to farm. Most were tolerated, though, because they were strong and willing to work—important resources for a productive farmstead. 

				The Stelzriedes had to use such rough-and-tumble paid labor. Illinois was a free state that barred slavery. The question of slavery had sent violence coursing throughout the new nation and proved more vexing than the Mississippi River’s tricky current. In 1837, just a few miles north of Saxtown, in Alton, Illinois, a mob had gathered to destroy the printing press of newspaper publisher and abolitionist Elijah P. Lovejoy. The angry throng killed Lovejoy and dumped his printing press in the Mississippi. Across the river in St. Louis, the courts had sorted out the lawsuit of Dred Scott, the Missouri slave who said he should be emancipated because he had lived with his master in free states, including Illinois. The courts decided against him, which hastened the Civil War. 

				The gunfire and cannon blasts were evidence that the Stelzriedes couldn’t escape the political unrest they had fled in Europe. Just as the war ended, President Abraham Lincoln was shot in the head while watching a comedic play in Washington, DC. Old man Stelzriede saw headline after headline detailing the assassination, the great conspiracy to cripple the fragile government, and the inevitable trials that followed. For years the event dominated column inches in local newspapers. 

				Carl’s own murder would soon fill the space. 

				It was March of 1874. It seemed like nothing but good fortune was within the family’s grasp. The hard winter had turned to a soft spring. Money was in surplus for the family despite the ailing economy. The farm’s hens were laying the best eggs. And each evening knitted stockings grew underneath Anna’s hand. They fetched good prices at the market. 

				But beneath the surface, the springtime rain-heads foreshadowed a different future. 

				The old man couldn’t shake the tragedies from his days in Europe. He had become a drunk, driven to alcohol by fear of God’s inevitable retribution. Oftentimes he sauntered about the land like a ghost, mumbling incoherent German expressions. His bitterness led to arguments with friends and family members—and even his own son. Earlier in the month, Carl had quarreled with his brother over a relative’s inheritance. The hard-minded Germans often carried such feuds to the grave. The two brothers broke off all contact and never spoke again. 

				Carl also had frequent quarrels with anyone who owed him money—especially Fritz’s brother-in-law, who farmed nearby ground. Carl held a chattel mortgage on the property and was often frustrated with slow payments. 

				Fritz and Anna weren’t worried about the old man’s fragile state or constant arguments. They had greater concerns. A cold snap earlier in the week brought a suspected whooping cough to their eight-month-old daughter. Disease could kill her young lungs at any moment. 

				All eyes were on the family. In hushed conversations Saxtonites gossiped about rumors of a sizable inheritance the Stelzriedes had netted from Europe. It was the sort of thing you’d expect from a small frontier community. Everyone whispered about the suspected fortune—friends, neighbors, distant relatives, hired hands. It was already well known that the old man lent sums of cash for interest. Now word was that a package of gold, much desired amid the country’s economic woes, had arrived in Millstadt from Germany. The package, according to local lore, was addressed to the Stelzriedes of Saxtown.

				On Thursday, March 19, 1874, Fritz went to Millstadt to retrieve the package. He then headed to a farm auction at the old Eyman place in High Prairie, another farm community not far from Saxtown, quilted with deep woods, rich soil, and quiet houses. Just about every farmer from Saxtown was there. 

				Farm auctions were a rural, social version of a stock market. Folks from surrounding areas would gather to sell farm stock and trade tools; family, friends, and even strangers would attend. Women cooked food because the event normally lasted all day. People eyeballed one another with shotgun glances meant to instill the appearance of toughness. In those days you had to scare people into doing business the right way. This was still very much the frontier. 

				Fritz was remembered to have appeared in this bristly milieu with a covered willow basket hanging from his neck. It made him the focus of wild stares. The auctiongoers suspected it was the inherited gold, but no one asked. They just whispered.

				Fritz was watched with the kind of careful attention a passerby would give to a rattlesnake. He didn’t have any trouble doing business, though. He sold some potato seedlings to Ben Schneider, a neighbor, and told him to pick it up the next day. Then he offered to loan anyone at the scene up to eight hundred dollars cash, which he kept stashed at home. It was well known that he had the money at his farmhouse. He stated to all within earshot that he’d keep the money at his house until the following Monday. 

				Rumors of a legacy fortune had put the Stelzriede family name on the locals’ thick German tongues. Now the windfall was all but confirmed. Not one soul had an interest in borrowing the money—but someone did have an interest in taking it. 

				Fritz clutched the wicker basket close to his chest, climbed his horse, and headed home. It was the last time he was seen alive. 

				Because banks weren’t nearby, the Stelzriedes’ wooden shack had become a storehouse for hard cash. Two days earlier, a local mill had paid the family one hundred thirty dollars. They kept it tucked away with hundreds of other dollars, possibly along with the gold, according to legend. This was risky. In an apparent acknowledgment of the danger, Fritz had vowed to make a day’s journey to Belleville, the St. Clair County seat, and put the fortune in a bank. 

				He never made the trip. 

				That night, Monk, the family’s recently acquired dog, roamed the outside of the house. As on most nights, the old man went to sleep in his bedroom. His son and daughter-in-law slept in the house’s main room. There, Anna placed the sick baby in bed with her, instead of in the crib on the other side of the room. Three-year-old Carl Jr. joined her. Fritz would sleep on a lounge at the foot of the old-fashioned bed so his wife could care for the children. The eight-month-old baby girl clasped her arms around her mother’s
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