
HENRY BEHNKE 
NEW ULM'S PAUL REVERE 

Charlton Dietz 

SHORTLY AFTER MIDNIGHT on August 19, 1862, 
Henry Behnke of New Ulm mounted his horse and rode 
toward Traverse des Sioux, some thirty miles to the east, 
to sound the alarm of the Sioux Uprising and solicit the 
aid of Charles E. Flandrau. Behnke was already weary, 
having survived an Indian attack earlier in the day and 
having spent most of the rest of it riding through the 
countryside warning his neighbors that the Sioux Indians 
were attacking white settlers. Flandrau responded to 
the envoy's appeal, organized a relief force, commanded 
the volunteers defending the beleaguered city, and justly 
earned the name, "defender of New U l m . " ' 

Why did the threatened citizens of New Ulm turn for 

'Some of the standard works on the Sioux Uprising are 
Wifiiam W. Folwell, History of Minnesota, especially 2:109-
264 (St. Paul, revised edition, 1961); Kennetfi Carley, The 
Sioux Uprising of 1862 (St. Paul, revised edition, 1976); 
Cfiarles E. Flandrau, The History of Minnesota and Tales of 
the Frontier, 135-193 (St. Paul, 1900); Edward D. Neifi, His
tory of the Minnesota Valley, 177-2.56 (Minneapolis, 1882); 
Russell W. Fridley et al., Charles E. Flandrau and the Defense 
of New Ulm (New Ulm, 1962; reprint edition, 1976); Louis A. 
Fritsche, History of Brown County, Minnesota (Indianapolis, 
1916). 

^The purpose ofthe German Land Company was to "pro
cure a home for every German laborer, popish priests and 
lawyers excepted." See Fritsche, History of Brown County, 
1:466. 

3Carley, Sioux Uprising, 26, 39. 

Mr. Dietz is a St. Paul attorney who became interested in the 
Sioux Uprising in the course of genealogical research. Henry 
Behnke's grandmother is the great-great-great grandmother of 
the author. 

assistance to Flandrau? The thirty-four-year-old frontier 
judge had no military position or training and no ethnic 
ties with the ethnic-conscious Germans. Moreover, New 
Ulm's founders were suspicious of lawyers and even 
included in their organization's statement of objectives 
an admonition to avoid lawyers. As will be seen, Flan
drau had obtained sufficient stature, aside from all other 
considerations, to be asked to lead in the developing 
crisis.^ 

And who was the young messenger? How and why 
was he chosen for this particular journey? Although he 
was only one of a number of couriers dispatched during 
the war (and he must have come close to encountering 
WiUiam Sturgis, who reportedly arrived at St. Peter 
about 4:00 A.M. on his way from Fort Ridgely xvith dis
patches for Governor Alexander Ramsey and the com
mandant at Fort Snelling), Behnke's midnight ride was 
nevertheless heroic, dangerous, and important. By alert
ing Flandrau, Behnke made a significant contribution to 
the defense of New Ulm and to the ultimate repulse of 
the Sioux.^ 

Henry Behnke was born in the grand duchy of 
Mecklenburg-Schwerin (later part of Germany) in 1833 
and immigrated to the United States, along with his fam
ily, in 1853. Thirteen people, including some aunts, un
cles, cousins, and relatives by marriage, made the jour
ney toge ther : father , F rede r i ck , then forty-eight; 
mother, Sophia, then forty-six; brother, Albert, twenty-
two; and sisters, Amelia, eighteen, and Caroline, thir
teen. The oldest of the group was Henry's grandmother, 
Caroline Dietz, a widow of seventy; the youngest were 
two infant cousins . The family xvas p robably like 
thousands of others who fled from Mecklenburg's pov-
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erty, chronic unemployment, and crushing oppression 
by the aristocracy, which dictated even whether their 
subjects could marry.* 

The Behnkes went first to Illinois and farmed in 
Hanover Township, Cook County, for about a year and a 
half. About this time, members of the Chicago Land 
Verein selected land for a townsite along the Minnesota 
River in what is now Brown County. In 1855, the associ
ation was joined hy the Colonization Society of North 
America, a German organization from Cincinnati. The 
two were merged into the German Land Association of 
Minnesota in 1857. The site became the town of New 
Ulm, and it has from the first been settled predomi
nantly by people of German birth or origin.^ 

The Behnke-Dietz family contingent was among the 
first arrivals in the spring of 1855. The family traveled to 
Minnesota by ox team and covered wagon, and the 
Behnkes may have brought the first horses to New Ulm. 
When Brown County was organized in 1856, Henry 
Behnke was appointed the first probate judge and clerk 
of district court for the county, although he was only 
twenty-three years old at the time and not yet a citizen. 
(Until 1896, white persons of foreign birth who declared 
their intention of becoming citizens could vote and hold 
office.) How Behnke got these appointments from the 
territorial govemment is uncertain, but Francis Baasen, 
Broxvn County attorney and Democratic party politician, 
received from Govemor Willis A. Gorman blank com
missions which were later filled out with the names of 
persons Baasen selected. Perhaps Behnke was one ofthe 
few who could speak English fluently; perhaps as a 
bachelor (a state destined not to last) he had time to 
spend on governmental tasks offering little or no pay. In 
October, 1856, Behnke was elected register of deeds, a 
position he held until 1860. He remained clerk of the 
district court until 1867. In addition, he was acting clerk 
o f the Broxvn County hoard of commissioners.® 

IT WAS AS a laxxyer that Flandrau had his first contact 
with some ofthe citizens of New Ulm, being called upon 
by the founders of the German Land Association for legal 
advice in pre-empting land for the New Ulm townsite. 
He accompanied the first pre-emptors to the Winona 
land office in the summer of 1856 to enter their lands. 
Those who wished to declare their intentions to become 
United States citizens appeared before him, including 
Henry Behnke, on August 25, 1855. His counsel in non-
legal matters was even sought. But his social and busi
ness intercourse was most likely limited to county of
ficials and leading citizens except for perfunctory con
tacts in granting citizenship. He never lived in New 
U l m . ' 

Flandrau served as Indian agent in 1856 and 1857. 
He became a state legislator and was an important figure 
in the 1857 convention which drew up the constitution 

for the new state of Minnesota. He served on the su
preme court of the territory and later of the state. Jus
tices at this t ime rode the circuit, acting as both trial and 
appellate judges, and Flandrau presided over the first 
term of court in Broxvn County on September 22, 1857, 
in the Frederick Behnke residence, which served as the 
county courthouse for a number of years. Albert Tuttle, 
soon to become Henry's father-in-law, was foreman of 
the grand jury, but it was adjourned for lack of business. 
Tuttle and Flandrau were no doubt acquainted. Tuttle 
had also served in the constitutional convention and was 
Brown County's first representative in the state legisla
ture. On September 26, just a few days after this initial 
session, Behnke and Turtle's daughter, Esther, were 
married by Justice o f the Peace William Pfaender.^ 

New Ulm grew rapidly from a small settlement of 
seven households in 1855 to about 900 people in 1862. 
There was a discordant note amidst the peace and pros
perity of the toxxm by 1862: The Civil War had broken 

••Henry Behnke and his family arrived at New York on 
August 22, 1853, aboard the "John Hermann." See Passenger 
Lists of Vessels Arriving at New York, August 13—31, List no. 
821-911, National Archives; Mack Walker, Germany and the 
Emigration, 1816-1886, 161-167 (Cambridge, Mass. 1964), 

^Jeremiah Clemens and J. Fletcher Williams, United 
States Biographical Dictionary, Minnesota Volume, 314 (New 
York, 1897); Fritsche, History of Brown County, 1:124-125, 
466, 2:524-526; FolweU, Minnesota, 2:133n. 

"Nefil, History ofthe Minnesota Valley, 705; Alexander 
Berghold, The Indian's Revenge; or. Days of Horror, 37 (San 
Francisco, 1891); Fritsche, History of Brown County, 1:295, 
442, 466; New Ulm Review, February 21, 1917, p. 3; New Ulm 
Journal, October 26, 1928, p. 2; Broion County Atlas, 83 (St. 
Paul, 1905); United States Census, 1857, Brown County, 89, 
97, National Archix'es Microfilm Publication, T1175; Leota M. 
Kellett, Early Brown County, 9, 10 (New Ulm, 1966); Brown 
County commissioners" records. Book A, Januaiy 5, April 7, 
July 6, 1857, August 3, 1861; Minnesota Constitution, Article 
7, Section 1, in Minnesota, Legislative Manual, 1895, p. 45. 

''Fridley, Flandrau, 11-18; Flandrau, History of Min
nesota, 350-353; citizenship papers, in Clerk of District Court 
office, Nicollet County Courthouse, St. Peter. 

^Fridley, Flandrau, 15, 17; New Ulm Journal, October 26, 
1928, p. 2; Brown County marriage records, 1857-1859, p. 7, 
in Brown County Courthouse, New Ulm. A notation in Book 
A, p. 18, of Brown County commissioners" records states; "Let
ter from Judge Ch. E. Flandrau notifying Commissioners that 
the next term of District Court for the County of Broxx'u was 
ordered on the 22nd day of September next. Resolved that the 
District Court should be held in the house of Fr. Behnke." 
Apparently Behnkes home was the customary place to conduct 
county business. Other entries record these payments: to 
Frederick Behnke, $6, on January 5, 1858, for lease of register 
of deeds office (Book A, p. 26); Fr. Behnke, $42, office rent, 
November 22, 1858 (Book A, p. 44); Frdck Behnke, $24, 
January 24, 1859 (Book A, p. 59); Henry Behnke, $12 for 
record book, March I, 1859 (Book A, p. 59); Henry Behnke, 
$36.50 for services as clerk of district court, September 14, 
1859 (Book A, p. 69); Fr. Behnke, $36, January 3, 1860, for 
rent, register of deeds office (Book A). 
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HENRYBEHNKE ESTHER TUTTLE BEHNKE 

out, and men were needed to fight for the North. On 
Monday, August 18, 1862, a group of New Ulm men, 
including Henry Behnke, set out in wagons to recruit 
volunteers for the Union army. The moment was a fes
tive one when the five wagons left to the accompaniment 
of music. Little did the men realize that they were about 
to experience the horrors of war on the Minnesota 
prairie. Traveling westward up the Old Fort Road on the 
New Ulm side of the Minnesota River, they had gone 
only about six miles in Milford Township when they 
came upon a man lying in the road. He had been shot. 
They stopped to give him aid when they saw several 
Indians. In the ensuing melee, some of the men jumped 
into two wagons and turned hack toward town and ten or 
twelve others got into two more wagons and drove at the 
Indians in an effort to intimidate them (the recruiters, 
not expecting trouble, carried no weapons). The sur
vivors took up the dead and others who were wounded 
and put them in the remaining wagon and returned to 
New Ulm as quickly as possible. Behnke, however, took 
off on foot to a neighbor's house, where he borrowed a 

"Cadey, Sioux Upri.sing, 22, 33; Chades S. Bryant and 
Abel B. Murch, A History ofthe Great Massacre hy the Sioux 
Indians in Minnesota, 176-177 (St. Peter, 1864); New Ulm 
Journal, October 26, 1928, p. 2. 

'"Carley, Sioux Uprising, 34; New Ulm Journal, October 
26, 1928, p. 2. 

horse to go across country to warn his father-in-law and 
others. He rode through the countryside, spreading the 
alarm and stopping at schoolhouses to implore teachers 
to send the children home to warn their parents.® 

During the day on August 18, panic and confusion 
increased in New Ulm as refugees from nearby settle
ments, which had been attacked or had heard reports of 
the uprising, began streaming into town. Henry Behn
ke's wife, Esther, along with other residents, sought 
safety in flight. She and a number of other people piled 
into a buggy drawn hy one horse, hut the load was too 
heavy for the animal. It was exhausted hy the time the 
buggy reached Redstone Ferry, only a short distance 
south of New Ulm. Mrs. Behnke then set out on foot 
with her two young children, carrying the infant and 
alternately leading and carrying her three-year-old boy. 
They walked several miles eastward to Nicollet, where 
they met and got on the stagecoach to St. Peter. They 
were subsequently joined by Henry, and eventually 
went by steamboat to St. Paul . '" 

MEANWHILE, Henry Behnke also had his hands full. 
Broxxn County officials and other citizens probably met 
that night with Sheriff Charles Roos and Jacob Nix, who 
had been declared "Platzcommandant. " Such a meeting 
would be consistent for the organization-minded Ger
mans. Very likely the meeting took place in the Freder-
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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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