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New book exposes lives of  
little-known outlaw women

Join award-winning author Chris Enss as she hunts down and exposes the Midwest’s 
greatest female outlaws in Farcountry Press’ newest release Bedside Book of Bad 
Girls: Outlaw Women of the Midwest. 

The newest book in Farcountry’s widely popular Bedside Reader Series features  
11 profiles of outlaw women from across the Midwest who perpetrated a variety  
of crimes. 

“I wanted to research outlaws who were involved in unique crimes, not just murders 
or horse theft, but skilled grifters who knew how to work the system,” said Enss. 
“Many readers will be surprised to know these desperate ladies even existed.”

Enss conducted two years of meticulous research on these bad girls, compiling fresh 
and little-known information on the renegades. 

“I spent a considerable amount of time researching this subject to find information 
about women criminals few have heard about, and digging for fresh information 

about those female desperados most familiar to readers.”

Enss admitted that finding information on women who had perpetrated a variety of crimes was a challenge. 

“Very little is written specifically about women outlaws and there are virtually no books about women outlaws of  
the Midwest,” Enss said. “There are books that center around a solitary female outlaw, but this book features a  
variety of women.”

Of all the women profiled, Enss explained that Jennie and Fannie Freeman were her favorite criminals. 

“They were a mother-daughter grifting team who faked injuries to con businesses out of their money. I thought they 
were as ruthless as serial killer Kate Bender. The Freemans targeted specific businesses and lied about what had 
happened to them. Bender was waiting like a spider in her parent's home on the Plains to kill anyone who passed by;  
she had no specific individual in mind to murder. The Freemans were cunning and duplicitous, and what they did 
eroded away at societies’ trust and led to an increase in the price of insurance premiums for everyone. That type of  
fraud is pervasive and sinister.”

Winner of the Spirit of the West Award and the Cable Ace Award, Enss has authored numerous titles on women of the 
American West. Her love of the Old West was born during her research on the Bidwell-Bartelson wagon train. 

“I was doing a history program for a local radio station, and during my research I learned about an admirable woman 
who traveled with the Bidwell-Bartelson wagon train,” said Enss. “She was the only woman making her way west with 
this particular party, and she made the four month journey from Independence to Sutter's Fort barefoot and carrying 
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a one-year-old baby on her hip. I had a difficult time trying to find out her first name. She was known only as Mrs. 
Benjamin Kelsey. It wasn't until after weeks of poring over several journals kept by men on the wagon train that I learned 
her name was Nancy. I wanted to write and research the history of pioneer women so that their courageous efforts to 
settle a new land would not be lost. I wanted their individual names to be known.” 

Her love of the past has only grown since her research on Mrs. Nancy Kelsey. 

“History defines us as a nation,” said the author of her passion. “We are history-making creatures who can neither 
repeat our past nor leave it behind. It's vital for growth. History is a living, breathing entity with a myriad of examples  
to learn from. History is always.”

Bedside Book of Bad Girls is available at local bookstores and gift shops, through online retailers, or from Farcountry 
Press at 1.800.821.3874, www.farcountrypress.com.

About the Photographer
Chris Enss has been writing about women of the Old West for more than a dozen years. She 
loves Western culture and travels quite extensively, collecting research for her books. She 
received the Spirit of the West Alive award, cosponsored by the Wild West Gazette, celebrating 
her efforts to keep the spirit of the Old West alive for future generations. She currently lives in a 
historic gold-mining town in Northern California. 

For an interview, contact the author at 530-477-8859, or gvcenss@aol.com. 

About Farcountry Press
Celebrating its 32nd year in 2012, the award-winning publisher specializes in softcover and hardcover color 
photography books showcasing the nation’s cities, states, national parks, and wildlife. Farcountry also publishes  
several popular children’s series, as well as guidebooks, cookbooks, and regional history titles nationwide.

The staff produces over 30 books annually; the backlist has grown to more than 300 titles.

For more information please go to: www.farcountrypress.com, or call: 800.821.3874.

For a press kit (cover image, interior photos, review copy) contact Heather Ripkey, 406-422-1267,  
Heather@farcountrypress.com. 
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consensus was that the Benders fled the area under cover of darkness. The 
theory was echoed by Rudolph Brockman, a neighbor who had courted Kate 
for a short time. Brockman admitted to proposing marriage to Kate, but they 
could not agree on a date to tie the knot. “She showed me a number of compli-
cated astrological charts to support the day we should be wed but the proper 
nuptial conjunction never fell into place,” Brockman confessed to authorities.

Brockman did not know Kate and her family had fled the area until 
searchers besieged him with questions about his relationship with the fam-
ily. The posse that helped question Brockman was not entirely pleased with 
his answers. They did not believe he was unaware of the Benders’ murderous 
actions or that he didn’t know their whereabouts. The angry mob fashioned 
a noose around a tree and hanged Brockman by the neck. Before he expired, 
friends cut him down and revived him.

Kansas Governor Thomas Osborn took immediate action when he 
learned of the grisly murders. A 1,000 dollar reward was posted for each 
member of the Bender family—dead or alive. 

Colonel York was heartbroken over the brutal killing of his brother. He 
wanted to see the Benders dead. Every gypsy family or small band of prospec-
tors or trappers making their way through the area of Cherryvale was cornered 
and questioned by York and his lawmen about whether they’d seen anyone 
matching the Benders’ description. No one had come in contact with the family. 

Colonel York estimated that Kate, her brother, and her parents had left 
the area on April 29, 1873, heading north. He concluded that the country in 
that direction would be most ideal for them because it was sparsely settled 
and the roads were less traveled. The Benders would be better able to make 
their way around without being detected. 

Colonel York and the posse followed a lead on the family that took them 
into the Indian Territory in what is now Oklahoma. They pursued rumors of 
sightings of the Benders from one end of the territory to the other. By the fall 
of 1873, posse members believed Kate Bender and her family had escaped 
to Dennison, Texas, and that they were working with a railroad construction 
gang. But the posse was weary, and the long search effort was losing steam. 
Colonel York could not convince the majority of the posse to venture on with 
him. They were tired and disillusioned and decided to return to their homes. 
Colonel York was left with a handful of men to see the search through to 

A reward poster for Kate Bender and other members of her family—wanted dead or 
alive—issued in 1873 by Kansas Governor Thomas Osborn.  KANSAS STATE HISTORICAL 

SOCIETY 
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company car. She again said she had stepped on a banana peel, which she 
produced in evidence. She accepted 125 dollars in settlement of the case. 

On June 28, 1894, Jennie claimed to have been injured while board-
ing a train of the Illinois Central Railroad Company by, again, stepping on 
a banana peel, which threw her backwards against a seat. She alleged total 
insensibility of the lower part of her body, practically amounting to paraly-
sis. A physician for the company did every possible test, even sticking pins 
into her legs, but she appeared totally insensitive to the pain. The company 
settled with her for 200 dollars. 

Jennie and Fannie Freeman, the “Railroad Fakirs,” as the newspapers re-
ferred to them, were two of the most accomplished and wanted women in 
the “false claims” business. The two were skilled at the art of staging “whip-
lash or other soft tissue injuries” that were hard to dispute later. Railway 
companies in the Midwest and on the East Coast, as well as cable car com-
panies on the West Coast, believed the pair made more than 150,000 dollars 
from 1891 to 1894 by faking injuries.

In early July 1894, however, an unlucky coincidence nearly led to the duo’s 
downfall. According to a later newspaper account, on July 6, 1894, one Elsie 
Deldon claimed her daughter had been injured on the New York, New Haven 
& Hartford Railroad by stepping on a banana peel just after the train arrived 
in Boston. “Now it just happened that Dr. R. P. Hubbard, who had called upon 
Jennie and Fannie Freeman for the West End Street Railway Company, was 
also the examining physician for the New York, New Haven & Hartford Rail-
road,” the newspaper report read. When Dr. Hubbard came to examine Elsie 
Deldon’s daughter, she was lying in bed, weeping. He immediately recognized 
the injured woman as Jennie Freeman. And she claimed to be suffering with 
the same symptoms as when he evaluated her the year before.

“The woman who let me into the house had been introduced to me in 
the past as Fannie,” he later recalled for the paper. “But this time she said her 
name was Elsie. They both appeared not to recognize me and I played the 
same game with them. Jennie, or, as Elsie referred to her, Bella, complained 
she was paralyzed; she claimed to have never had any previous accidents, 
had never been confined to her bed since childhood; had never had a doc-
tor call on her in her life; and her mother corroborated her statement. The 
mother pulled me aside and pleaded with me to heal her daughter. I told her 

I didn’t think Bella was seriously injured but that they needed to go to the 
Providence depot the following day to settle things up.”

Dr. Hubbard was waiting for Fannie when she arrived at the depot the 
next morning. He told her that he knew who she was and offered her a piece 
of advice. He suggested that she and her daughter not steal from the rail lines 
in the Boston area again. The doctor told her he had notified every large cor-
poration in the city about their actions and promised he would have them 
arrested if they came back. 

Evidently the Freemans took the hint because they were back in Chi-
cago that September—where Jennie attempted, without success, to make 
the West Chicago Street Railway pay for another faked paralysis episode. 
The very next day her mother claimed to have had her arm wrenched by a 
Chicago City Railway car and received 100 dollars for it. 

The claim agent of the Cincinnati Railway was sitting in his office 
on December 24, 1894, when Fannie entered and informed him that her 
daughter had been injured while riding on one of the trains. She said it had 
left the station at 4:50 p.m. on December 10 and that a sudden start of the 
train had caused Jennie to fall, striking her back against a seat. As a result she 
had become paralyzed and ruined for life. 

The claim agent told a news reporter that he had never heard of the 
Freemans, but in the course of the investigation he found several incongrui-
ties in the mother’s statement that made him suspicious. For instance, no 
single-trip tickets had been punched by the conductor on duty, and the crew 
was positive that no sudden start had been made or was possible at the scene 
of the accident. Fannie insisted the accident did happen and that she and her 
daughter had saved themselves from falling by catching hold of the straps 
hanging in the cars. Fannie told the claim agent that her daughter’s future 
invalidism was worth 2,000 dollars. 

The Cincinnati Railway hired a private detective to look into the Free-
mans’ claims. Detective Eugene Lawson, from Cleveland, took the case. He 
lost no time ingratiating himself with the Freeman ladies. Using the name 
“Mr. Seymour,” he began to visit the Freemans often and became friends 
with Jennie. She was confined to her bed and claiming to be paralyzed. Law-
son found that the family consisted of the mother, Jennie, five children under 
the age of ten, a father in Boston, and a son in New York. As friendly as he 
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one of those meetings in December 1936 that she was informed of a 
competitor from Miami who had moved to Lincoln County and was threat-
ening to take control of all the crooked activities in the area. Anne devised a 
plan to scare the out-of-towner into leaving using her adopted son, Joe. She 
would force Joe to visit the man; later she would go to the sheriff and report 
that the man had sodomized the boy. Anne assured her associates that she 
could make Joe testify to the act in a court of law. The accusation would 
be recanted if the competitor promised to take his business elsewhere. The 
threat had the desired outcome, but there was another opponent waiting in 
the wings to take Anne on, county attorney Sam Diedrich. He was deter-
mined to end the long reign of gambling and prostitution in the area.

By early 1941, the criminal element in Lincoln County had all but gone. 
Anne’s associates moved their businesses to Idaho, and she then decided it 
was time to retire. The sixty-three-year-old woman sold her brothels and 
slowly dissolved her other criminal ventures. The irrigation warrants she 
held continued to yield a large amount of money.

Anne Cook died on May 27, 1952, from natural causes. She bequeathed 
her ill-gotten fortune to friends. She left nothing to her sister Liz, her niece 
Mary, or her adopted son Joe, all of whom she had abused and worked as 
slaves. She was laid to rest with her daughter Clara and husband Frank.  
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CHAPTER TEN

MA BARKER
Most Wanted Mother

I t was a raw, gusty day in mid-January 1934 when Edward Bremer 
dropped his daughter off at Summit School on Goodrich and Lex-
ington Avenues in St. Paul, Minnesota. Parents and children in heavy 

overcoats and mufflers hurried across the street and past Edward’s car 
on their way to the building. A light snow began to fall as he pulled away 
from the elementary school onto Goodrich Avenue toward his office. 
Edward was the president of the Commercial State Bank and had trav-
eled the same route to work for years. 

Each morning he waved goodbye to his little girl at 8:25 a.m. and 
proceeded on to his job by 8:30 a.m. The Lincoln sedan he drove was 
comfortable and warm. Music spilled from the radio as he contemplated 
the paperwork waiting for him on his desk. But this would prove to 
be no ordinary day. When Edward came to a stop sign on Lexington 
Avenue, a big-boned man in a blue suit streaked with mud ran to the 
driver’s side window. He was holding a gun. 

Edward sat stunned as the armed man flung the door open and 
shoved the weapon into his side. “Move over,” the man barked. Before 
Edward had a chance to comply, the passenger’s side door was jerked 
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Attorney Harry Atwater gave Poker Alice her pardon from Governor Bulow in 
December 1928 after her second violation of the Volstead Act.  PHOTO COURTESY OF THE STATE 

ARCHIVES OF THE SOUTH DAKOTA HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

dens after hours of grueling physical labor and disappointment when the 
yellow gold didn’t run in the pan. Running home on the streets in the early 
morning was dangerous, too. Many stray bullets whistled through my hair as 
I went to and from a shift.” 

Alice’s health began deteriorating after her run-in with the law in 1913. 
For seventeen years she suffered with one ailment after another. In 1930, 
the seventy-seven-year-old gambler complained to doctors that she had pain 
throughout her entire body. They informed her that the problem was her 
gallbladder and recommended that it be removed. The doctors also told her 
that the surgery was risky for a woman of her age. Alice, who thrived on risk, 
decided to go through with the operation. 

On February 27, 1930, three weeks after having surgery, Alice passed 
away. Her estate, which she estimated at one time to be more than a quarter 
of a million dollars, had been reduced to fifty dollars and a few possessions. 
Alice is buried in Sturgis at the St. Aloysius Cemetery.  

Poker Alice and six men sit around a gaming table, one man holding a revolver. Pictures 
of Wild Bill Hickok and Calamity Jane are visible on the wall in the background.  
PHOTO COURTESY OF THE STATE ARCHIVES OF THE SOUTH DAKOTA HISTORICAL SOCIETY 


