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THE TURBULENT_CAREER OF JQHN FORBES BENJAMIN
' (1817 - 1877

By Heidi Jo Crist Templetén*

Adventurer (successful "Foriy-Niner" in California Cold
Rush, and had mysterious and intriguing relaticonship
with Washington, D.C. adventuress); farmer (oxen team?;
school teacher (public schools); surveyoer; banker and
financier (organized rural bank and had investments and
banking interests in Washington, D.C.); -builder (built
most elegant home in Shelby County in 1857 and built
"Benjamin House," a National Historic Site in 1872-73):
warrior {a Union man who attained the rank of general
in the Missouri Militia during the Civil War); lawyer
(exceptional ability); orator (swaved juries, moved
voters and caused sinners to repent by his church
prayers); and politician (county surveyor, county
superintendent of schools and prosacuting attorney,
member Missouri House of Representatives, active in
Missouri politics as a Democrat until Civil War when
became a Radical Republican and was elected from the
Eighth District of Missouri to the Thirty-Ninaeth,
Fortieth and Forty-First Congresses of the United

States).

*Heidi Jo CristTempleton is Public Relations Director of Truman
State University. She wrote this article in the spring of
1988 as a class project while a student at the University
of Missouri-Columbia



EXPLODING THE BEMJAMIN MYTH

Few know of John Foxrbes Benjamin. He was born on
January 23, 1817 in Cicero, New York, to Sally and Elijah
Benjamin. Two -e&her brothers and two sisters roﬁnded out the
Benjamin family. Schooling consisted of the public schools
ih the vicinity of Cicero. 1In the early forties, Horace
Gréely convinced Benjamin that there was monsy to be made out
west, i1f he was willing to work hard. Before departing oh
this grand adventure he persuadad his rather plain and honsly
sweetheart, Diana Hasbrouck of Liverpocl, to accompany him.
They were married in 1840 in the town of Liverpool. _Five
years later they moved to Texés and f£inally to Missouri in
1847. It was in this state of Missouri that Benjaﬁin would
make a name for himself. The guestion is, "What kind of name
was it?" It is my objective, by researching different years
of Benjamin's life, to shed some light on this important and
interesting Missourian. -

The information on the life of John Forbes Benjamin for
the vears 1848 to 1875 was obtained from Cld Series File 8064,
relating to the estate of John F. Benjamin, General Archives
Division, National Archives (GS5A), Washington, D.C. 20409,
unless otherwise indicated. |

Walkersville, six miles northwest of Shelbina, was the

first home of the Benjamins. Living in a modest log cabin,
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they worked long hours, taking out trees, turning over prairie
sod and planting. Aftsr awhile Benjamin began to teéch school
and he also moved to Shelbyville. It was in 1848, while in
Shelbyville, that he was admitted to the bar and began prac-
ticing law. Not long after, the famou; California Gcld Rusa
hit and Benjamin was struck with the fever. Laying aside his
law practice, he and several other men from Shelbyville set
‘out for California in 1849. His luck was with him as he
cléared large sums of money each month by hauling ore from the
mines to San Francisco. He returned to Shelbyville in the
early 18530s, resumed his law practice and became inveolved with
politics.

He was a member of the Missouri State House of Representa-
tives from 1850-1852. Up until the beginning of the Civil War,
he was a strong Democrat. In lBSé he was a presidential
elector on the Democratic ticket of Buchanan and Breckenridge.
Prior to the Civil War he held county offices as follows:
Prosecuting Attorney, Surveyor, and Superintendent of Schools.
The mortgage records in the Reccrder's Office at Shelbyville
show that he had amassed a great deal of money priocxr to the
Civil War. This wealth bought him a fine new home in Shelby-
ville. In 1856 Benjamin, along with Johﬁ Dickerson, John |
McAfee, J. M. Ennis, Alex McMatry and William Stracham, was
considered the prominent Democrat of Shelby County.

In 1860 Benjamin was 45 years old, owning $2,000.00 worth

in personal property and §15,000.00 in real estate. There were
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about 7,000 people in Shelby County and for the first time
ever, several Republican votes were cast at an election. The
issue was slavery. Missouri was the only slave state lying
next to the free states of Kansas and Nebraska. Governor Bob
Stewart described it as "a peninsula of slavery running out

into a sea of freedom" (History of Shelby County, p. 691).

The Democratic Party became divided over the issue, and after
the secession of several states, the gquestion became, "Do we

wait for development of a new policy or secede?"

———

The answer came October 28, 1861 wheﬁ Missouxi voted to
secede from th= Union. The trouble with:this was_the fact
that so many were against tﬁe decision. Missourl becamne a
divided state within itself. - Half supported the Union, while
the other half supported the secessionists. County officials -
were.required to take the "Gamble Oath," supporting the pro-
visional government of the state and the Constitution of the
United States. Those who refused were disposad of. ﬁenjamin
became an ardent Union man.

On December 1, 1861 authority was received from the War
Department at Washington for the organization of the Missouri
State Militia. Two companies of this stafe militia were
stationed in Shelbyville. They were quartered in the court-
house, around which a strong stockade had been built.-” This
was buillt under the direction of Benjamin and it was said,
"200 men inside of the'stockadé could have easily.kept off

a force of ten times their number not supplied with artillery"”
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(History of Shelby County, p. 730).

Benjamin writes to his nephew Frankie on Septembzr 1,
1861 of the_secessionist robbing of houses, stealing, and
maltreating‘Union man in every conceivable way. He then
proteeds to tell of his capture by the secessionists.
Ironically he writes in this letterf "This past wz=zk has beaun
an eventful one in the history of our par-t of Missouri, and -
will occupy a conspicuous page in the memoirs of my 'lifs and
times' should some future biographer ever commit it to paper."
Many of his friends came by to warn him to flee, as he was in
great danger. He thanked them but said, "I had detexrmin=ad ta
étand my ground like a man and confront them face to fac=a.
That fleeing in my judgmént indicated guilt-or cowa:dicé."
When fifty or moxe armed ﬁen arriVed, Benjamin retreated to a
small scuttle-ho%e in the'upsﬁairs bedroom. "I sat at the

entrance, pistol 'in hand, ready to kill the first man who

- should there put his head through." The men, determined to

have Benjamin at any cost, convinced Diana to tell him it
would be in his best interest to come down. "I felt very
much like selling out at the dearest rate possible, but
finally yielded to her, and came down."

- Surrounded by 150 armed men, they set out for their camp
twenty miles away. By 10:00 a.m. the next morning he was
escorted into their camp, passing many familiar faces, several
of whom had bezn close friends. He was kepit in the most "com-

modius" tent in the camp and even given a coucnh to lie on.



His horse was cared for and he was given dinner. He hal ov=2r
100 friends and acguainktancas at the camp, many of whom came
by expressing sincere regret for what was hap?ening- Even
Colonel Green, commander in chief, expressed regret claiming
Benjamin would be treated kindly and made comfortable. The
reason foxr his capture; "the enemy had many of his friends
under arrest, and he wanted me to exchange for cone of them."
Pointing out he had no influence over the United States Aray,
"Benjamian felt there was no rzason why he shcould be punisnad,
John McAfee and Colonel Green negeotiated for his rel=mis=.
He was to have beszn released the next morning; inst=ad they
-picked up and moved their camp, without any talk of releasing
him. This went on for three day«s; finally on the thicd day,
Green ordered his release; Benjamin, hearing loud gqu.:..reling
'with.ﬁis name being used frequently, "got out of camp in guick
time." Home again, he writes of large troops approaching frai
all directions. He writes, "I shall do what I can to stay the
avenging hand when suspended over the.innocent, but I do not
expect to be able to accomplish much. . . . I am satisfied
one or the other of the parties are to be driven off or extermi-
nated before we are to have peace here. . . . We live a life
time here now every weekx." It is obvious from his statements
that ﬁar laid heavy on his mind, a war that would not ba
settled easily. "And the passions aroused to such a pitch
that it can only be avenged in blood. May God in his mercy

interposs and stay the tempest.”
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Benjamin's riss in the service was rapid. In February
of 1852 he was commissloned a captaln; by May, he was a major
and finally a lieut:mant colonel in September. Ironically
in a letter written by Diana to Frank on,FebruarylZB, 1862
John says in regard to the end of the war, "It would be doue
before he got a chance to immortalize his nam= as a militaxry
man." A neighbor by the name of Mrs. Ball claimead that
Benjamin had come around‘her Wity sh@ﬁing his privates. Being
the loval and faithful wife Diana was, she could only come up
with one excuse, "that he was a public man anyhow!" Mrs. Dail's
threat e 5ring charg=s must have fallen through, as no mores
was written of this inéident.

One oﬁ Benjamin's darkest days was Wednasday, April 2,
1862, when a hand oflConfedarates bushﬁhacked some militia men
near Walkersville, killing two soldinrs and one prcwminent

citizen. This caused great indignation ameng the militia

‘men and the Union citizens. The 1llth Missouri State Militia

sprang to their arms and under the diraction of Lieutenant
John Donahue, they set out after the bushwhackers, killing
two, drowning one and wounding another. In the meantima,
Benjamin, who was beside-himéelf ﬁith rage and exclitemen’,
declared "he ﬁould shoot three of these men instantly in
retaliation for the three Union men killed." He had Rowland
Harvey yanked from the prison and taken to the courtyard and
tied up. Before Harvey knew what was happening, the guns

were aimed and fired. Benjamin chose as his next victim
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John Sigler, but before this execution was carried out,
Iieutenant Donazhue returned with the dead bushwhackers. This
seem=d to calm Benjamin's rage and no one else Was shot

(Missouri History, PpPP- 728-730.

On April 8, 1862 Colonel John Glover issued Special Qrder
Number Thisty to Benjamin, ordering him that where the rebels
take a dollar's worth éf property of any kind from the Union
man or family, tortake at least twice as much ia value from
the rebéls. Further he was to levy an assessmeit and collect
it from the wealthy secessiocnists in- the vicinity sufficient
to comfortably sumwart the families of those menbars of the -
Missouri State Militia who were killed by the rebels, anc to
see that they were comfortably suppurited by thesa means until
further orders. One can see how it would have been hard for
one to follow these ordérs and still remain popular. in Shelby
County.

around the end of September in 1862 a Confedexrate rebel
officer by the namé of Captain Thomas SidenzyY was en route to -’
Illinois, dressed up as a woman. Diana writss of this amusing
incident in a letter to her sister Fmeline dated Septembiar 28,
1862. - Sidener, along with two lady relatives and his brothew,
set out in an open carriage to Canton. Sidener was trying to
get across the Mississippi into Illinois, where he would be
£free from his war duties. They were almost clear of Shelby-
ville whm=n a soldiex informed Benjamin that Joe Sidenex, Tom's

brother, was seen driving a carriage with several women in it.



"John knew he was a prztty bad rebel and thought it a little
strange, so he told him to go and bring them back.” Sidener
bergged to let the women go on their way, but the major would
noeec have.it; Benjamin guesticned them and then had them get
} out of the carriage. He "fipally went J»ehind the broad |

shoulder=d one and saw under the veil at the side a newly

! shaven face--raised th= veil and there was Captuln Sidsnex.

a Anocther dead giveaway were the army boots that failed miser-—
ably to blend in with his nice dress.” -

j ' The following day Benjamin had businass in Palmyra, SO

{ he took Sidener along. He was put in the military jail thers

g and it was here that Siaener would meast his violent death.. &

short time aflter his arrival, General McNeil ordered ten men

to be executed in retaliation for the killing by scme of

PNy s

Porter's men of Andrew Allsman, & Union citizen of Palmy Q.

) This bacame known as the Palm:ya Massacre and;this event

g stunned many, Union and pro—-southern alike. ‘

3 | . During the summer and fall of 1862 Confederate forces
under Colonel Joe Porter engaged Shelby County forces varicus

times. About the only real defeat that Colonel Porter had in

Northeast Missouri was at Kirksville in August of 1B62.

Colonel Porter arrived at Kirksville on BAugust 6, 1862 with

about 3,000 men and with federuls at his heels. His big

mistake was not confronting McNeil in the woods where he would
e B
ia' have most likely been able to defeat him. Instead he went oOn

+o Kirksville to await McNeil's assault on his front line.



o e

Hasan ik

L

-
ST
[k

u
hY

ot

4

The prcblem with this plan was that MoNeil did not fully
cooperat=z=. He artacked the first line and then doubled back
to Qartially envelope the Confsderates. Benjamin's troop,
McNeil's right wing, worksad its way in the right side taking
a cornfisld and Hungarian grass patch as they forced thelr way
into town. They tock their time so Porter's plan could net be
carried out. Benjamin's troops put them down by artillery
fire and they began to give way. He grew im@atient and charged
into. town. The battle lasted about five hours with Porter's
faorces retreating repidly westward. It was every man for.hima
celf as the Confederates fled in great disarray. By the 1ltn
of August most of the Confaderate forces had disbanded, going
either back home, goiﬁg te a free state or following the
defeated Porter.

puring 1863 Shelby Cdunty_was under control, as the large
majority of people were Unionist. TheACanederate troops ouk—
numbered the Federalists, but because the Federalists had such

a secure position they were able to withstand their attacks.

In a letter written by Diana o her niece Frankie .n February 10,

1863, she tells of the regiment's dissatisfactioﬁ of McNeil.
He failed to show up to lead his troops, leaving Benjamin in
full command. Diana claims his problem is one of many army
officers——"too much whiskey."” The feeling of many at this
time was John did a fine job leading the regiment and McNeil
need not return. | |

In a letter to Emeline Paddock from Diana dated March 20,
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- the reader of the true state of affairs as they really exist.

10

1863, she writes of Benjamin taking a leave of abssnce tO
prosacute the man wiho was indicted forxr ébducting him. On his
way home from thi.s trial his train derailed, throwing him
across thes train and striking the end of one of the uppexr
ribs. This caused him a great deal of pain for guite some—1
time. Benjamin feels, in regard to the wai, if they hold
their own as they are =t the present, there will be no troublsa
in Missouri. Diana claims that if there is not much to de
but garrison duty, he will resign. |
Benjamin writes to. Frank on March 30, 1863 from the
Headquarters of the Fifth Missouri Cavalry in Blcomfield. L=
writes of the reélities of war and how the newspawpsers don't
give accurate or truthful information -to the readers.
"Through the ﬁépers youlgot nothing but recounts of gre-t
evants or those that show more on the surface, oftem dittorted,
alwéys exaggerated-—great heroes frequently made out of mighty

small materials and conveying but an imperzect knowledge to

He crushes the myth that war is made up of "pomp and cilrcum-—
stance or that the din of battle and spurring amid the rattling
heel, is all that makes up the sum total of soldierx Jife."
Inste%d he gives an account of the soldier's deep thoughts
and-iﬁtense longly feelings. "The solitary sentinel as he
passes his lonely-beat, during the long winter night, in rain

and snow, his clothes often stiff upon him, and not a sound

to break the dull monotony . . . not one familiar face among
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the thousands that surround him." How & line from one of

the muzny of his reations or friends would cheexr his drou-aing
spirits and with what speed would the dismal midnight hours
pazs. He has ween to the Post £Fice perhaps that dav for
the fiftieth time and has heard the cold answer “nothing for
you" that.chills his very blood within him. This hiks very
close to home for Benjamin. "I have been in the service now
15 months and except from Dizna, I have not received a letter

nor a solitary line fxom a relative nor friend except on
business." He writes, "No greater service could they rendaxz
them than freguently giving an earnest of their being reman—

bered by the outer world."

The letter switchesrover to the actual war and how the
rebels had destroyed all”the pridges, burned many buildiaygs
and exacuted people. "Every person whose veins contained one
drop of loyal blood has been-driven'away and ﬂis property
either destroyed OX appropriated.” Many who fled the rebel
attacks "have come tO the site of their once happy home €O
find only a charred mass of ruins, and their relatives and
Vfriends either killed or executeﬁ." I+ is during this tima
pericd that McNeil is made a Brigadiex, leaving Benjamin in
command of the regiment. Ironically Benjamin was thinking
mysalt

the war had left their state, "Few weeks ago I flattered

that I would soon be out of the gservice. The war as we think

being ended in our part of the state." He had even turned in

his resignation, "Not having any ambition for military fame,
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T tendered my resignation, but the federal authorities refussd
to accept it; hence I am chained to the service for an indefi-
nite +ire." He closes his long letter with a "fact that has
from its truth and simplicity becom= proverbial . . .. it is
very desirable to have intelligence from the world without
and especially at this season of the vear." Benjamin was
truly a thinker and a man of profound words.

Most éf the fighting that occurred in the year 1864 was
savage and merciless activities of gu=rilla bands. They mada
their way across the state burning, looting, pillaging, tear-
ing up railroad tracks and ransacking towns. Benjamin writos
of one such incident in a letter to John Paddock datead
Septenbar 30, 1864. “On Tuesday morning I started for $t. Louis
on political business, my route being by the North Missouri
Railroad. When near Centralia abou£ fifty miles from HMacon,
wve met a loéumofive on the track and soon fell in with the
passengers on the other train that had left St. Louis that
meiainy.  And from them learned that the Rebels undetv Bill
Anﬂeréon had capturad the train and robbed the passenyars of
everything they possessed of any value. Then they set fixe
to the cars and put a full head of steam on the engine and
started it with the burning train up the track with a view oX
running it into the train coming doﬁn. The engineer had the
presence of mind enough to put all the pumps at work, which
saon flooded the boiler, and the engine stopped afterx running

two miles. . . . After robbing the passengers they compelled
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them to hold their horses, then they took out twenty—two who
were dressad in soldlars uniforms, made them strip themsalves
of their clothing, iormed them in line and delibexataly shot
them all. They were mostly sick and disabled who wers going
to see their families and friends on furlough. They were all
unarmad."” A company of about 200 men in pursuit of Anderson
had reached Centralia abou: an hour after they had captured
the train. "The men were undoubtedly enraged at seeing tha
dead and mutilated bodies of the soldisrs slaughtered in old
blood and pressed con in pursuit.” As they were chasing a
small party of rebels into the timber they were suddenly met
by a large force springing forth from the brush and charing
full speed yelling so as.to cause panic amony both horse:s and
m=n. "A féw momeﬂts compieted the work. One hundred and
fifty-five fell in the fight or were captured and ﬁnhumanly
butchered after surrendering. Out of fifty-six from the com-
pany raised hers, fifty-c¢nz were slain. Persons from the
battle-field report the most savage mutilation of the bodies
of the dead--the major who commanded having be2n scalped.”
This horrible day was given the name the Centralia Massacre.
These events . orrified and angered many, including Benjamin.
"I am again about to buckle on armor for the fight, but not
in the manner to be pampered by military orders or bound by

red tape. Fight the devil with fire and compel the guack to

~drink his own prescription. If this nation is to be subjected

to the dominion of such an infamous set of thieves and
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murderers, I have no desire to survive her dishonaoe.
Politically 1B64 was a good year for Benjamin. At the
presidential eliection he was elected to Congress on a Republif
can t;cket by a large majority. He was the first Congressian
ever elecﬁed from +he county, sexving thres consscutive terss.
The henor of having someone elected from Shelby Couhty did - »t
happan again until 1896. He was also Provost Marsha. of t.
eighth diztrict of yissouri and a delegate to the Lepublican

National Convention in Baltimore (History of Shelby Counlby,

p. 7177).

The year of 1855 brought General Lez’'s surrendar on
April 9 and with it the adoption of a new state constitukbion
calied the Drake constitution. This caused much bitkeinzss
as 1t stated "all those wﬁo participated in or had given ény
sort of voluntary aid Dr'encouragement to tﬁe rebellion or the
Confederate cause were debarred from voting or holding cffice,
as well as from teaching, preaching, practicing law, etz (His-

tory of Shalby County, p. 779). According to Diana's letter

to Emeline on Augusi 7, 1865, John campaigned hard for this
new constitution. She also says, "John would be snowed with
law business if he would take it. but such as he cannct finish
before he leaves for Washington, he has to decline." Because
he was not familiar wifh Washington he felt it best for Diana
to stay in Shelbyville through this winter; After the con-
clucsion of the war Shelby County progressed quite rapidly.

Pecple immigrated in, homes were built, new land was plowed
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and old land was improved. After their debt was paid of

P

they were able to build back bridges and improve roacds.-

In 1866 Benjamin again defeated Colonal John Glover for
Congress. It was also during this year that President Andreaw
Johnson narrowly missed being impeached. Diana writes in a
letter to Emelin= on July 12, 1867, "L would like it if théy

would Ffix it so Johnson would not be able to give ths countcy

‘any more trcocuble.” While in Washington as a member of Congrass,

Benjamin rented a room from a2 family named "Welch." Mr. and
Mrs. Welch had five Caughters. He became infatuated with ons
of them named Minnie. He would assist her in any way possibl.y,

mostly with money. It is said that she was a scheming, con-

niving woman of guestionable character. It would seem many

of Benjamin's problems began when he met her and things only
seemed to worsen with time.
éBenjamin was elected to Congress for the third time in

1868. His participation in Congress is recorded in the Con-

gr::sional Globe: _Thg Debates and Proceedings. There are-
many pages in this aescribi“g Eenjamin's participation on
different bills, issues, amendments and proceedings. Benjamin
was nominated in 18639 for Senator with ten votes. The Radical
Republicans met in Jefferson City to decide this. There wer=
115 of them between the two houses. They also nominated
Schurz for senator and this nomination was later made secure

with a unanimous vote.
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The vear 1870 was a very importent, exciting and inter—
esting time for politics. It was an election year and the

contest was between the regular Rewmuablicans or "Radica .:" on

one: side, and the Liberal Republiﬁuns and Democrals; on the
other. OQuestiocas of enfranchisement, universal amnesty and
the repeal of the "iron-clad" path drovs a wedge in the
Republican party causing it to split into two wings, the
madicals and Liberals. The Repub .ican State Conven*lon was
in August 1870. Here the Radicals named A. G. Eif}and as
temporary chairman, while the Liberals endorseé Benjamin. who
was sympathetic toward the newar policy, but who could secu:e'
some support from thea neutval delegates. He was choszsn by a
vote of 407 to 383. His election was interpreted as a con-
cession to the liberals in an effort to seéure harmony and =s
a definite victory for tﬁe 1iberal forces (Missouri Historical -
Review, p. 60). A second attempt to bring the parties back
together was a move to get rid of both McClury and Brown as
the party's choice for governor and endofse Benjamin. The

problem with this was that neither would step aside.

Eighteen seventy was also remembered as the year both "rebals

-----

and niggers were allow=d to vote" (llistory of Shelby Courly,
p. 786}.
Benjamin was nominated for county superintendent much” to

the disl;_ing of the editor of the Shelbina Democrat, October 13, -

1870. "He has no gqualities for this office. He 1s totally

incompetent and the office is a most important one, and it
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would be better to have a vacanty than to elect this man.’

Tn ancather Shelbina Democril article dated Octobsar 20, 1870

they claim the Republican Party is a forlorn one and gi/e some
examples of Benjamin's past periormance as superintendent:
1. 1= Eggignﬁg\within six months
7. He drew his salary for one year
3. Charged $1.00 for teachers certificates in vio-
lation of the law
4. Imposed an expense of $§175.00 for township maps-—-—
which he copied from another and which were not
Fit For the purpose designed. They cost him about
2¢. |
BPenjamin lost £he election toc Democrat, Charles King. GCnly
t 70 Radical Republicans Wére elected to office in this elecition.
One of Benjamin's biéger_accomplishments was the estalilish-
ment of the First NationaliBank of Shelbina in Septewbexr 1870.

Benjamin, along with four other men, was appointed dir=utoxr

. of this much needed bank. According to the Missouri Hisbtori-

cal Review, Volume VII, Octobet 1917-July 1518, p. 185, there

was also a town namsd aftex Bernjamin in 1870. 1t was abhout
seven miles northwest of Canton. At one time 1t was a
thriving town, but now one can only fihd the. Benijamin Chris—
tian Church and graveyard remaining..

Tt was also d.ring 1870 that Minnie Welsh, tired of
Benjamin, married a younger man. As a result of this Benjamin

+urned his interests to her younger sister, Guy H. Allen,
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whom he supposedly "adopted” as his daugnhter. Guy Allen
testified under oath that she considered herself to be his
daughter and that she rec:ived a letter from him in which he
proposed to adopt her. Minexrva Welsh, Guy's mothexr, also
stated he had asked her if he could adopt Guy and she had
given her consent. Guy always called him “"papa” and he in
turn called her "Bonnie." Their apartments wererlocatad

next to each other on D Street in Washington. Although
married to a man by the name of Allen, this never seenad to
interfere with the many trips and escapades she and Benjamin .
had together. Diana Benjamin never acknowledged any "adopted"
daughter and did not approve of her intimacy and familiaxity
with.Benjamiﬁ. To friends Diana related she and Benjamin

had besn happy until his political posi£ion had taken him to
Washington, leaving her home alone. It was also reported that
Benjamin held firmly to the purse strings, giving Diana very
little to live on while he was away. Forrthis reason and
probably loneliness, Diana began reading abstracts for people,

as recorded in ths Shelbina Demccrat March 15, 1871.

As of March 29, 1871, the First National Bank is in a
very healthy state and.Benjamin is the president. It is also
during March £hat Benjamin, securing an act of Congress, gets
a mail route established for the people of Shelby County. He

is also afknowledged in the same issue of the Shelbina Damo-—

crat as being the cne who got valuable public documents and

garden seeds from the National Botanical Garden. He also
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defended J. M. Ennis, who was on trial for the fatal stabbing
of W. R. Hill. Ennis and Hill had gotten into a fight over
who had voted with the "niggsrs” in the.last electlon.

Benjamin writes to the Shelby Ceunty Herald, May 3, 1871,

condoning tha2 actions of Judge Dines in issuing a warrankt
for tha arrest of EZnnis. Ennis was already in custody aud
Benjamin claims. Dines should have known it was ﬁot in his
pbwef to take the prisoner from another officer. "Perhaps
it was wicked that certain parties were denied the fanclen
pleasure in seeing him thus degraded, perhaps those who ware
the caus=s of their disappointment ought to be assailed and
vilified." The Herald responds o May 3, 1871, "It is no
reflection upon- Benjamin as & lawyer that his defense of
Mr. Chick is not more successful, it is the facts that are
in fault: facts which, in this cass are too sﬁubborn for
even Benjamin's legal ability." The following we=k. in the
Herald there was a letcer from Judge Dines defending his
position and also a letter from C. R. Chinn defending his
position. We can see from all the leiters written to the
Herald and all of the Herald's responses that there were a
lot of ill feelings sur -5 wnding this‘case-and the people
involved. This case, which finally came to a close
April 28; iB71, wés remarkable in three diffefent,aspects:
1. The great length of time. occupied in what should
have been a brief examination.

2. The great scop=2 allowed by the Court to be taken.
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3. The decision arrived at by the Court: Ennis was

acqguitted.

In 1872 the Banjamins moved to Shelbina, Missouri. It
is here that Benjamin had erected a 515,000 house. It was
constructed by Brink and Son and Company out of Hannibal.
The Democrat writes on May 22, 1872, "The location ig a mnst
sightly one, and when the proposad structure shall ciwme up
froa the surface in perfect architectural proportions ana highiy
ornamented . . . it will be hard to find a more elegant and
imposing edifice for individual use, and difficult to con-—
ceive of a more desizable home." Benjamin desired to have
th: bes!: and most elaborate home in the county, and it would
éeem he accomplisied fﬁis. "Al1l architects and bulldevs who
have examined_the'drawiﬁgs concur in pronouncing it an edi-
fice superior, Both_in'architectual‘beauty ané the conven-
ienties of its internal arrangements, to anything in North
East Missouri.,"

The same Democrat article gave this description of
Benjamin's house: "Main building 42 feet square, two storles
high with basement, attic and observatory. Rear Building
20 x 27 feet, two stories high, and basement, 21l of brick.
The foundation, door sills, stezps to basement and chimney
tops of cut stone. Window crps and sills of iron and highly
ornamental. A beautiful observatory scme fifty feet above |
the ground level, crowns the main building which will afford

a splendid view of the surrounding country." It was the
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fifst home to have indoor plumnbing and electricity. He spent
over saven thousand alone oOn fFurniture. The cost of the
carpet an fu:niture_in the parlor room was estimated &t
$2,500.00.

The= "Vespexr" place,asrBenjamin called it, was finally
completed in Junz of 1873. The Herald writes on Apxil 2,
1873, "It is hoped +that manvy of our shle citizens will feel
constrained to follow the commendable example set by Genexal
Benjamin and erect for themsalves palatial residences, as
these are urmistakably pleages of our future prosperity.”
Without a doubt Benjamin's home, although erected out of hlS
deaire to show ofif, greatly benefitted the area by hiring
mechanics and 1aborei5 who in turn spent their money . in
Shelbina. |

It is also in- 1872 that Benjamin is nominated fox

governor.. This nomination met with mixed emotions, as there
i

was already a great amount of prejudice against him because

of his great Union war record. In an article written in the

Shelby County Herald on April 3, 1872, the Palmyra Spectato¥
claims the Herald is the "organ" oL Benjamin. The Herald |
responds to this clziming they are the organ of Eg_individual-
A month later the Herald is reporting that Benjawin 1s con—
nected with the New Party movement. Benjamin denies any
invoLvemeﬁt with them and declar=s his innocence in a letter
written to the Honorable J. R. Winters, which was printed in

the same Herald issue.
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After the Republican State Convention in Septemnber 1872,
the Herald writes of Benjamin, "The wnanimity with which this
gentleman was nominated in the Republican Congressionali ‘on-
vention at Memphis exhibits ﬁe*v forcibly the high estimation

in which he is held by the Republicans in every guartex of

the district" (Shelby County Tarald, October 8, 1B72).

Benjamin £inally decides to accept the nominaﬁion. His accep-

tance letter was wrltben to the Honorablé E. V. Wilson and

this printed in the Herald October 16, 1872. His opposition

waSVColuuel Glover, Benjamin's supsriox in the Civil War.

Clover zccuses him of a variety of wrongdolngs. Renjamin

addresses thése accusations in a speech given ?o the voters

of the 12th Congressibnal_District- Tn this speach he claims,

1,0t the truth and th.+ whole truth be méde known, and I will

have no fears of the result.” ’Benjamin claimed many of Glover's

accusations were only orders that Glover himself had Anstruted

 Benjamin to carry out during the war. According to Benjami.

he had documents to prove his innocences on all accouats.
Innocent or not an article printed in the Shelbina

Democral Octobex 30, 1872 =laimed that there weré many

“things done poorly during the war but these issues arxe best

jeft alone. What is important is what they did after the

war. The two men tock different courses--Benjamin's was used

for his own advantage, "the defranchisement of the people——

has stifled the voice of the majority." The "other has laborea

with all his power to relieve the people of an odious
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oppression.” Printad in the same Democrat issue ig a card
from C. L. MHoss discussing Benjamin's desire to be governoo.
"John F. Benjamin, ex—mewner of the dirty and infamous

Thirty-ninth Congress, is again sesking the suffrage of this

people, whom he has SO0 grievously wronged. - - - The arrogaacs

of some men 1is astonishing, of John F. Benjamin it is astound-
ing. . . - You pOSS&SS no personal magnetism; your heart waé
never warmad wil. 2 genexous impulse; your concaptians of
justice are Very obhscure; your name is clouded de=sp and dark.”
——
From the resulis of the election it would seem many felt the
same way about Benjamin. ‘Ja lost to Glover by about 1,300
votes, never to be glected to 2 political office again.w
Except for the completlon of the Vesper Place, 1873 was
a rather distressing yeag_for Benjamin. One of his majoxr

problems was his being shot. He had been missing scome gun

powder and a colored lady clalmed his handy man, James Hanley,

had taken 1t. When Hanley was quESLloned about this he begana

indignant and angry +hat he was being accused of suca & thing.
He and Benjamin exchanged words and Hanley left claiming he
would seek redress against Benjamin fox such a lie. Omn
August 25, 1873 on his way Tto +he post office, Benjamin was
surprised by Hanley, who had been hiding behind some mei.
Hanley told him-they would now settle their accounts. "The
general told him that he did not know that they had anything
to settle, whereupol Hanley spit in his face and drew his

revolver. The General made an effort to get hold of the
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revolver, and would have donz SO had he not besn struck on the
side of the head with a rock or some other missile by one of
Hanley's confederatas. This blow Stunned-and paralyzed him
for a moment, SO Hanley succeeded in putting his revolver
against thes General's body, whare he fired the would-be fatal
shot” (ShElbiné_EEEEEEiEr September 3, 1873%) . Bernjamin. was
able to push Hanley pack into a dxy goods hox, walk into the
post office and gt his m:il, and was then taken by carriage
to his home. geveral doctors attendesd to his wound, whizh
was a bullet lodged in the muscles of his chest.

The shooting of Benjamin by Hanley gave rise to the
expression of a goud deal of feeling on the part of those who
disliked Benjamin. In cases similar to this bail is around
Sl0,000; Hanley's was set at $1,000. This ridiculously low

bail causad cguite a stir among the people. Some were angered

by it, as this artlcle published in the Quincy 2atald Whig,
august 29, 1873, attests, "The action of the magistrate of
Shelbina, Missouri in holding the man Banley who attempted
to kill Genezal Benjamin by shooting, on Saturcay laat, to
bail in the insigniﬁicant sem of $1,000, is meeting very
secure and just censure. . - - The course of the magistrate
betrays a degree of partisanship which renders justice &
farce." The Herald, September 3, 1873, writes about those
who supported Hanley's action, "I will not repéat the sense-—
less laudits that have been heaped upon Hanley by 1low,

unprincipled class that infest his part of our state, on
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account of the part that he has played in this hellish affair.
Nothing else was to be expected, but when persons who étzive
in passing for decent, law @biding citizens declare that they
would put their names to Hanley's bond 1f 1t was ten times

as large. if he would only shoot Benjamin ag..n, it indicts
[words are illegible] to say the least."

Benjamin himselfrwas very bitter in ragard to the devaloo-
ments of the trial. Charles King, Benjamin's lawyer and
friend, testified under oath that Benjamin said if the pedple
here did not want him here, he would leave, and if he did,
he would tear down Vesper Place, brick by brick, and ship it
aW1y from here. Benjamin also said he was determined to seek
a home in some community where newapapers and citizens. écn—
erally do not uphold and apologize for an attempt to takp
human life. He carried out this threat in 1874-by moving
to Washington, D.C., but fortunately he did leave the Vespar
Place in tact. -

The State vs. Hanley trial carried on for many months.

In May of 1874 Hanley asked for a change of venue, claiming
that ther- was no possible way to have a fair and impartial
trial. He felt Benjamin had undue influence over the inhabi-
tants of Shelby County. Hanley was granted a change of venue
to Monroe County, where he was later acquitted.

Benjamin closed down.the Shelbina Bank in February of
1874. He disposed of the bonds belonging to the stockholders

of the bank, at a profit of $2,000. The Shelby County Herald,
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February 4, 1874, writes of the bank closing, "I wonder 1f
any of tho§e who have been so sOrry that the Benjamin-Hanley
affair resulted as it did, will find it at. all inconvenient
to straighten their accounts?” According to tha testimony
of Thomas Priest, in May of 1874 Benjamin told him he paid
more tax than.any man in the country and recesived fewer bene-
fits. Benjamin also felt that the people of Shelby County
were down on him and that his life was in danger if he stayed.
In August of 1874 he formed a partnership with Otis Bigelow
in Weshington, D.C. |

He called the Democrat on September 15, 1874 and inforwed
them he woald be taking up residence in Washington, where he
would carry on a banking business. He would be leaving witiin
a month, but Diana would not follow him out until next Spring.
An editorial in the Democrég on- September 16, 1874 says,
"By the General's removal, Shelby County will lose an old
and prominent citizen, besides taxable wéalth amounting to
about $150,000. The reasons which caus=d him to take this
step are obvious." The Herald writes on June 17,_1874'about
Benjamin's decision to leave. "This will please quite a large
nunber of our Bourbon friends who attempted his assassination
and cheered and uphald the assassin. . . - How long will it
tak- our Immigration Society to secure an influx of capital
egual to that‘taken away by General Benjamin?" It is obvious
that Benjamin's wealth plaved a big part in the economy of

Shelhy County and it was +he one way he could get back at the
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people who had turn=d on him.

Benjamin was a troubled man in 1875. He had prospersd
in northeast Missouri, but the people there had turned theix
backs on him, or had he tﬁrned his back on them? For-what—
ever cause, he no longzr found time for the pecople who had
given him so much. The Washington, D.C. Business Directory
listed Bigelow and Benjamin as bankers who would buy and sell
home and foreign securities,_and with good real estate notes
constantly on hand for investors. He officed at 605 7th NW, a
downtown address. The office buillding is still standing and
painted a gaudy blue, just across the stxeet from the old
Patent Office Building and close to the old Pension Building.
Benjamin was chairman of the Congressional Committee on Pension
Claims after the Civil War.j

Benjamin continued to be concexrned about having to pay
taxes. He told Gabriel Chase he was subject to excessive
taxation in Missouri. The people back home considered him
able aad rich so they stuck it to him. The Shelby County
records for 1875 show Benjamin had removed all taxable money,
notes, bonds and credits. He told his "adopted daugﬁter"

Guy Allen he was no longer appreciated in the community, énd
was not going to pay taxes for the education of the childz=n
of the man (Hanley) who shot him. He told Geofge Truesdell,
secfetary of Bigelow and Benjamin, he was highly taxed in
Missouri and would escape taxation in Washington, D.C.

Benjamin was home twice in 1875. He spent part of these
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short visits in trying to get all of his clocks in Benjamin
House to strike al the same time. He was foit of clocks and
had one in each room of his Missourli mansion. He boasted a
library large enough to f£ill a railroad buxcar. He spent
some time with his old horse which he loved dearly and spoke
about taking it to Washingtan, D.C. Diana did not seem tw be
uppermost in his mind, although he told Lucretia Davis, a
business and social acguaintance, he loved Diana and was
unhappy about theix separation. He continued to be stingy
with money insofar as Diana was concerned. Chérles King,f‘
Benjamin's confidant .and lawyer in Missouri, said he knaw OX
no money Benjamin had sent to Diana while he was in Washingtom,
D.C. Benjémin had directed King to furnish Diana money from
money King was collecting fér Benjamin--$140.75 in Decembexr .
of 1874 and $92.00 in 1875;

Benjamin worried about the roving criminal bands in

Missouri, such as Frank and Jesse James (Shelbina Democrat,

February 17, 1875). He worried about the anti—-EBenjamin feeliuq.
thot was building into a crescendo. He had as Commandér of

the Union forces caused the arrsst and execution of a numbe .

of outlaws and guerillas {(Rebels). At this time there was
bitter feeling in northeast Missouri between Union and Southern
sympathizers. He felt he had some bifter enemies who would
ﬁot hesitate to kill him,'therefore, he thought Missouri was

a very undesirable place for a Republican or Union man, such

as himself, to locate. He was afraid to leave his house alone,
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for foear someone would burn it. Therefore, he left his wife
Diana there to guard it, as if she could hold off a rebel
gang!

The Hanley affair bothered Benjamin very much. He
despaired about the shooting incident, but declared he had
nmore fri~nds than enemies} even among the Democrats. He took
solace in the fact the locals showed no hesitancy in hiring
him in their law suits, perhaps forgetiing they undarstood
he was more of a brilliant lawyer than friend. Benjamin
looked upon the coming Hanley trial in Monros County, the
only county in Hissouri to vote favorably for McGovern and the
hotbed of Southarn sympathizers in 1875, with inner fear ard
anxiety.

Benjamin was tendered and refusad the position of Super-
visor of Internal Revenue inra district comprising several
western states. éﬁhenever there were vacancies in post offices,
route agencies or anything of that kind in northeast Missouzl,
the applicants, if Republicans, almost invariably wrote to
him because he had to be consulted about appointments back
home.

Benjamin was more concerned about impressing people with
a pompous house rather than a home. He wanted to sell or
exchange Benjamin House, and build a better "mouse-trap” in
Washington, D.C. He listed the Benjamin House with various
realtors in Washingiton, D.C. fqr sale or exchange. He boasted

about having built the finest residence in northeast Missouri,



and wanted to build a residence in Wwashington, D.C. that
would be as fine as any in tnat city. Several realtors
srated they were unable to satisfy Benjamin on the purchase
of any Washington, D.C. real estate. He wrote his Missourl
lawyer to dréft papers fO{/:Qg_EEEP of Benjamin House tO
Mrs. Schoolcraft for: $30,000.00, but cshe was unable to obtaWﬂ
financing. He then tried to +rade the Benjamin Hou.. for
General William T. Sherman's, of Civil War fame, housz in
Washington, D.C. after General Sherman was ordered to duty
at St. Louis, Missouri. Much to the dismay of Benjamin,
GCeneral . Sherman was WOIe interested iﬁ selling than trading.
Benjamin told his Missouri lawyer he was not going to move
to Washington, D.C. permanently if he could not sell or
exchange the Benjamin Houﬁe.“'Apparently, he was convinced
the odds we. = he would remaiﬁrin_Shelbina.

Along with his other problems, Begjamin‘s‘Washington,
D.C. love-life seemed tO be in shambles. Benjamin wrote his
vdaughtzc," Guy Allen, =2 letter expressing joy she had
returned to Cumberland, Maryland, but expressing dismay
she: was so near and had shown rno desire to see him.- In the
letter he referred to himself aé "popsey” and stated his love
for her. And, back home, his former grateful clients knew
not Benjamin.

On January 7, 1876, Diana wrote hef niece she had been
urging her husband to hasten the time of his return to Missouri.

She had asked him to give UP the idea of building in
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Washington, D.C., stating he had such enlarged ideas and
extravagant notions of a house he would build, it would take
another lifetime to get what he wanted. She expected him to
arrange his money matters so he could soon come home and live .
(Joint Collection, University of Missouri, Western Historical
Manuscript Collection/Columbia State Historical Society of
Missouri Manuscripts).

Benjamin continued to be active in the business of
Bigelow and Benjamin. He acted as cashier, made most of the
1loans, handled all the cash and took a leading part in the
business. He continued to complain about being unfairly taxed
back home. He did not think it was right for him to pay so
much. school tax when he had no childrent And, the City of
Shelbina had not been forgiven for making him pay for a side-
walk from Benjamin House to connect with a city sidewalk.

Benjamin was much disturbed about a fraud perpetrated
upon him by one Keebaugh, whom Benjamin had befriended as a
youth and helped make him a business success as an adult.
Benjamin loaned Keebaugh money on the security of forged
Howard County bonds. Benjamin had been very proud of Keebaugh,
trusted him as a son, procured a wife for him and spoke of him
often. Benjamih wrote Guy Allen that he had had several
unkind cuts inflicted on him, but this was the unkindest of
all: He had lost.all faith in humankind, and felt he could
trust no one in the future. While the loss did not cripple

him, it was an investment made upon personal friendship.
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Keebaugh was not alone in taking advantage of Benjamin.

on April 26, 1876, the Shelby County Herald reported Benjamin

had sent home $1,200 to $1,400 worth of fine oil paintings.
While Benjamin was home in the spring of 1876, he helped hang
these paintings in the Benjamin House, along with a portrait
of Diana. It was later discovered the paintings were almost
worthless. One of these not too valuable oil paintings adorns
a wall of the Benjamin House at the present time. |
tndications were that Benjamin intended to return to
Shelbina soon. He subscribed the sum of $5,000 toward the
building of a courthouse in Shelbina, stating i£ would be
close to his business office. On July 3, 1876, Benjamin
wrote Charles King he was returning to Shelbina after winding
up his Washington, D.C. businéss. He would be in the same
office with King, or at leas£ close by. On July 16, 1876,
he wrote to his good frlend John Miller that he was returning
+o Shelbina. He talked to his carpenter about bulldlng a
pavilion and arbor, much like one he had seen in Washington,
D.C. He told Virginia Miller he was coming back to stay.
His relationship with his "daughter” wasrnot to his liking.
On March 5, 1876, he wrote her he was ill, could nﬁt sleep
nor eat because of the possibility of their relationship. He
asked her to come to Washington, D.C., at once, to see him,
stating, "Come to the arms outstretched to caress you. Come
+o the heart that is throbbing to press you." On May 5., 1876,

he wrote a letter to Bonnie of being very troubled because she
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was not on a certain train and had not written nor telegraphed
him about her absence. On September 13, 1876 he wrote her a
letter stating, "My Darling Bonnie, my heart goes out to you.
I miss you even more. . . . My Darling accept assurance of my
warmest love." On October 21, 1876, he wrote Bonnie he would
go to Cumberland to see her stating, "I want to see you ever
so much--never mine."

Benjamin wrote his old friend, John Miller, to “le£
politics alone. It is more uncertain than a lottery, and much

more annoying." On October 18, 1876, the Shelby Counfy Herald

reported the Republican meeting at Liberty Hall was a success,
with a goodly number of Democrats being present. The speakers
were General Benjamin and Colbnel Hayward, candidates for
Congress. Hayward stated moré citizens had been murdered in
cold bleood in the South sincé the war, for the crime of being
Republican, than had fallen at any two of the great battles of
the Civil War. Benjamin impressed the crowd with the magni-
tude of the Democrat rebel war debt. He stated the largest
defalcation known in our political history had been perpetrated
by a Democrat. The Hanley trial cooled his political ardor.

On November 1, 1876, the Shelby County Herald reported

the case of State vs. James Hanley had concluded on October 25,

1876 with a jury verdict of not guilty of assault with intent
to kill Benjamin. The jury was out only long enough to elect
a foreman and vote once. There was tumultuous applause in the

courtroom when the verdict of acguittal was announced. The
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circuit judge had permitted Colonel Hatch, lawyer for Hanley,
in closing argument, to refer to Benjamin as a bloody-handed
tyrant and monster who had but recently ceased his slaughter
of innocent citizens. The fact of acquittal was expected in
this rebel county, but the verbal slaughter of Benjamin along
with the guick verdict of the jury to the delight of the

spectators shook Benjamin like he had never been shaken before.

The editor of the Shelby County Herald stated the law should
know no ﬁorth or South, no politics or social standing, and
the acguittal was an outrage on justice and a precedent that

a Republican had no rights that a Democrat is bound to respect.
Benjamin returned to Washington, D.C. a beaten mén. He wrote
a poem of six verses alluding.-to justice betrayed by public
will and resulting in treason:  His next Missouri visit would
be as a corpse.

After the Hanley trial, Benjamin changed his mind about
. running for Congress. He avoided talking about it, and seemed
disgusted with politics. He said things had changed. His
district was now Democratic and not Republican. He had had
it as a politician.

On February 18, 1877, Benjamin wrote his wife about his
happiness at Hayes being elected President. He stated the
Democrats were in a great rage in Washington, D.C., but since
they were used to crow, they would take their defeat as the
"most nauseating of all the doses they have ever taken."” He

hoped to collect more rapidly that the election was settled.
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He expressed hope Diana was feeling better and would soon
recover. He closed the letter with "Love" "John" and not in
the popséy style of his letters to Bonnie.

On the last day of February 1877, Benjamin told George
Rowan, a clerk of Bigelow and Benjamin, he was going to leave
the following day for Shelbina. He was going to visit his
wife who was very sick. He wrote a letter that he was delayed
because his doctor had told him if he made the trip, he might
die en route. He said it was very bad for each of them to be
so sick and to be so far apart.

Benjamin became ill on March 1, 1877, and became pro-
gressively worse. On March 7, 1877 he changed his will to .
give Bonnie a larger share. On March 8, 1877, he died in a
house on the south side of D Sﬁreet between Second and Third
N.W., Washington, D.C. The Mérch.l4, 1877 issue of the

Shelbina Democrat and Shelby County Herald reported his

death. His body was sent back to Shelbina, where he lay in
state at his "Vesper" House. The funeral was conducted in

his home, and he was buried in the scutheast corner of his

yard. His body was later removed to a cemetefy in Shelby-

ville, Missouri and buried at the side of Diana.

On the 9th day of May 1877, Joshua M. Ennis was appointed
Executor of the Estate of John Forbes Benjamin in Shelby County.,
Missouri in accordance with his will dated March 7, 1877. The
contest was further complicated by the death of Diana Benjamin

on June 6, 1877, leaving relatives to fight against the alleged
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adopted daughter of Benjamin.

Thus began the most celebrated case in the annals of
northeast Missouri jurisprudence, lasting about ten years,
and finally being terminated by another proceeding in
Washington, D.C., which was appealed to, and decided in favor
of the alleged adopted daughter, Guy Allen, by the Supreﬁe

Court of the United States.
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