






ick Behnke building, which was still used as a courthouse 
and soon became Flandrau's headquar t e r s . " 

The townspeople feared that an artack was imminent. 
There was need for immediate help. They sent one mes­
sage to Mankato and also sought aid from Governor Alex­
ander Ramsey, although they doubted that help could 
arrive fast enough from St. Paul. Where else could aid he 
sought? Who in the Minnesota Valley would be able to 
muster a relief force of men and arms in response to the 
urgent pleas of those under siege? Judge Flandrau, in 
neighboring Nicollet County, was the logical choice. He 
was probably the "best-known man in the state after 
Governor Ramsey." '^ 

Judge Flandrau had the prestige and leadership to 
organize help, hut who among the New Ulm Germans 
was capable of presenting a compelling plea for im­
mediate action? The task was not one for an ordinary 
messenger. The judge was used to discounting testimony 
of emotional xvitnesses and might be inclined to dismiss 
the reports as exaggeration. In fact, skepticism had al­
ready greeted initial stories to reach the area that the 
Indians were attacking white settlers. 

The choice of twenty-nine-year-old Behnke was logi­
cal. As a member of the inner circle of Brown County 
officials, he was as well known as any person in the 
county. As register of deeds, everyone in the county 
who purchased, sold, or mortgaged real estate had to file 
documents in his office. In 1862, he was operating a 
mercantile business. As court clerk since 1856, he was 
well acquainted with Judge Flandrau. In addition, it is 
probable that he had good horses and was an able and 
experienced horseman. The family seems to have made 
good use of horses in the occupation^ followed by some 
of its members and it had a reputation for owning "ex­
ceptionally fine horses. "'^ 

Behnke agreed to ride to Flandrau despite fatigue 
from earher riding. He carried an open letter to the 
judge, arriving at his house about 4:00 A.M. on Tuesday, 
August 19. It is not clear whether it had taken until 
almost midnight to reach a decision to send for Flandrau 
or whether Behnke preferred to ride in the early hours 
to lessen the possibility of encountering hostile Indians. 
At any rate, he swam or walked his horse across the 
Minnesota River (it was probably low at that time of year) 
to avoid possible ambush at the ferry, rode to St. Peter 
by way of Nicollet, and continued on to Flandrau's house 
a mile or so north of St. Peter. It was still dark when he 
hanged on the door, roused the judge, and told him 
Indians were killing people all over the country. '* 

Flandrau later wrote: "Having lived among the In­
dians for several years, and at one time had charge of 
them as their agent, I thoroughly understood the danger 
of the situation." His response was instant, since he 

"Folwell, Minnesota, 2:361; Fridley, Flandrau, 38. 
'2 Fritsche, History of Brown County, 1:166; Folwell, Min­

nesota, 2:135 (quote). 
'3Fridley, Flandrau, 34n. 
'••The author of this article feels that most of the evidence, 

except for the account in Folwell, which Carley accepts, indi­
cates that Behnke went directly to Flandrau at Traverse des 
Sioux rather than stopping first at St. Peter. In three accounts 
(History ofMinnesota, 143, Minnesota in the Civil and Indian 
Wars, 1:731, and Flandrau, 34), Flandrau himself xvrote that 
Behnke rode to his home and did not make it clear whether or 
not Behnke first rode through St. Peter. Lieutenant Govemor 
Ignatius Donnelly, in Indian Affairs, Report, 1862, p. 62, says, 
"Mr. Behuke [sic] hurried to St. Peter; called to see Judge 
Flandrau early on Tuesday morning. 

Folwell's account (2:135) says that the messenger (xvhom he 
did not identify) went from New Ulm to St. Peter, arriving 
between 3:00 and 4:00 A.M., and states, "It is not known to 

FLANDRAU had his headquarters in the Frederick Behnke budding, 101 N. Minnesota Street, New Uhn. 



knew that, whether the story was true or not, the fron­
tier was no place at such a time for women and children. 
He told Behnke to wake the people at St. Peter, and he 
would be there quickly. He then started his oxxm family 
down the valley in a wagon to a place of safety, gathered 
up all the firearms he possessed, and went to St. Peter. 
On his arrival about 6:00 A.M. he found everyone in a 
state of excitement. Flandrau's adjutant at New Ulm, 
Salmon A. Buell, wrote that the judge informed the 
people when he arrived that "'about four o'clock that 
morning he had received a message from New Ulm, 
brought to him by Henry Behnke, one of the leading 

whom the message was addressed, but at four o'clock WiUiam 
B. Dodd, the first citizen of St. Peter in point of time and 
influence, xvas dispatching messengers to arouse the settlers of 
the surrounding neighborhoods. Having delivered his mes­
sage, the same envoy passed on through the town to the house 
of Charles E. Flandrau, associate justice ofthe state supreme 
court, a mile away at Traverse des Sioux." 

Folwells references to Thomas J. Galbraith, in Indian Af­
fairs, Report, 1863, p. 275, and Asa W. Daniels, "Reminis­
cences of the Little Crow Uprising," in Minnesota Hi.storical 
Collections, 15:323-336 (St. Paul, 1915), do not support his 
conclusions. Galbraith says that in the afternoon of August 18, 
J. C. Dickinson arrived from the Lower Sioux Agency and Fort 
Ridgely and, in spite of his excitement, "bordering on insan­
ity," helped convince Galbraith there was trouble. Mrs. 
Adolph Seiter, a refugee from New Ulm, also helped make clear 
the uprising was serious. Daniels xvrites, ""At four oclock in the 
morning of Tuesday the writer was notified ofthe outbreak and 
was asked by Captain Dodd to go to the Rounseville and Briggs 
neighborhood. . "" It is logical, this author contends, that 
Behnke xvould first seek out Flandrau whom he knew and who 
had the prestige and standing to organize a formidable force to 
march to the aid of New Ulm. 

1̂  Flandrau, Hi.story ofMinnesota, 143 (first quote); Salmon 
A. BueU, ""Judge Flandrau in the Defense of New Ulm Dur­
ing the Sioux Outbreak of 1862,"" in Minnesota Historical 
Collections, vol. 10, part 2:784 (second quote). 

'^Carley, Sioux Uprising, 39; FolweU, Minnesota, 2:138-
142. 

I'FolweU, Minnesota, 2:142 (quote), 364; Brown County 
Journal, June 22, 1918, p. 6; record of claim made pursuant to 
Act to Pension Citizen-Soldiers ofMinnesota who participated 
in the Indian Massacre of 1862, in division of archives and 
manuscripts, Minnesota Historical Society. 

^3Fridley, Flandrau, 27. 
'•"New Ulm Review, February 5, 1879 (copy of clipping in 

Brown County Historical Society). The bankruptcy of tiie busi­
ness involved litigation in the Minnesota Supreme Court. See 
Wells v. Gieseke, 27 Minnesota Supreme Court Reports 478-
484 (1881); Auerbach v. Gieseke, 40 Minnesota Supreme Court 
Reports 258-263 (1889). 

PHOTOGRAPHS ofthe Behnkes and the Behnke building on 
pages 113 and 114 are published through the courtesy ofthe 
Broxvn County Historical Society. 

citizens of that town. the shock of the Indian at­
tack had almost paralyzed the people, and they turned at 
once to him [Flandrau] for help." He proceeded to or­
ganize volunteers to ride to the defense of New Ulm. 
Behnke had successfully completed his mission.'^ 

Various groups proceeded to New Ulm ahead of 
Flandrau's main relief party, whicli arrived in the eve­
ning of August 19. The next day Flandrau was elected 
commander-in-chief of the volunteers, xvith the honorary 
title of colonel. He set up headquarters in the familiar 
Frederick Behnke building. In two battles that ensued, 
the defenders of New Ulm lost thirty-four dead and sixty 
wounded, and 190 buildings were destroyed either by 
the Indians or the citizens themselves. But the town was 
saved. This, coupled xvith the repulse of Indians attack­
ing Fort Ridgely on the other side of the river, no doubt 
saved toxvns farther down the Minnesota from attack. '^ 

The defense of New Ulm, wrote historian William 
W. Folwell, "was no sham battle, no trivial affair, but an 
heroic defense of a beleaguered town against a much 
superior force. " Behnke's relatives were participants as 
well. Brother Albert is reported to have been one of the 
fearless defenders who, lacking ammunition, loaded his 
gun with small stones. John Ips, an uncle of Henry, was 
reported to have been one of the scouts on the outskirts 
of the city, and anotiier uncle, Adolph Dietz, is said to 
have taken an active part in the fighting. The first fatality 
in the August 19 hattie was Emili Pauli, a girl of thirteen 
years, who had been cradling in her arms Ida Behnke, 
Henry's one-year-old niece.'"' 

Mter the uprising, Flandrau continued his illustrious 
career as a judge, politician, lawyer, and historian. He 
died in 1903 at the age of seventy-five with full recogni­
tion of his many accomplishments.'^ 

Henry Behnke returned to his business interests in 
New Ulm, primarily in partnership with his brother, 
Albert. But he engaged in other endeavors as well. In 
1869, he became president of the New Ulm Transporta­
tion Company and, in 1871, also president of the New 
Ulm Steamboat Company. In the latter year, he and his 
brother constructed a new building they called the Behn­
ke Block. Henry Behnke was counted among the city's 
freethinkers, and he was a member ofthe Turnverein. In 
1879, disaster struck. The Behnke brothers went bank­
rupt. Theirs was the first business failure of any mag­
nitude to occur in New Ulm. They closed the doors of 
their store on February 4, 1879, when it was announced 
that their liabilities far exceeded their assets. On Feb­
ruary 5, 1879, Henry Behnke took his own life by swal­
lowing poison. His death was a sad sequel to the life of an 
energetic and civic-minded citizen who could be called 
"the Paul Revere of Nexv Ulm."'® 
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