
Max and Fred Wendt and the Horse Thief 
Apprehend an Alleged Horse-Thief


Carl Friedrich Daniel Maxmillian “Max” Wendt

1830–1920

BIRTH 27 OCT 1830 • Giebichenstein, Halle, Saxony-Anhalt, Germany

DEATH 23 FEB 1920 • Kansas City, Wyandotte, Kansas


Siegfried Friedrich Theodore "Fred" Wendt Sr

1866–1953

BIRTH 31 OCT 1866 • St Louis, Missouri, USA

DEATH 15 JAN 1953 • Kansas City, Jackson, Missouri


Introduction 

Horse thievery was a big problem in the early days of Kansas settlement, about 
1850-1890. To steal a horse was to steal the primary means to make a living for a 
person/family - farming and transportation. Many of the earliest accounts of horse 
thievery in eastern Kansas were associated with Missouri “ruffians” crossing into 
Kansas territory to plunder horse supplies, then selling stolen livestock at black market 
stations in Missouri. Later, organised bands of horse thieves inn Kansas and Missouri, 
with profit only as a motive, roamed the plains of eastern Kansas and western 
Missouri.


In the absence of law enforcement, settlers formed vigilante committees to hunt 
down horse thieves, recapture their horses, and mete out extrajudicial justice. Many 
times justice meant a hanging or lynching of thieves. And, as more newspaper 
accounts about lynchings became prevalent, it’s evident that horse thievery and 
lynchings were a common occurrence. 
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Shawnee, Johnson County, KS 

According to my cousin, Greg Rieke, a life-long Johnson County resident, his 
grandmother lived close by the famous Campbell, aka “Horse-Thief”, Cemetery, in 
Shawnee (Johnson County), KS at 55th St and Queal Dr.





About this cemetery:


“Originally five acres, it was established as a pioneer and Indian cemetery, and is the 
second oldest cemetery in Shawnee (next to the Shawnee Indian Cemetery). The only 
stone left in the lot is the Campbells which was erected in 1940. Some of the people 
buried there are Thomas Earnshaw, William Earnshaw, John Davis, Black Baker, as well 
as at least four accused horse thieves hung for the crime.”


My cousin, Greg, recalled how his grandmother, Alma Wendt-Rieke cared for the 
cemetery: “For many decades into her old age she faithfully tended what remained of 
Shawnee's shadow side, raking and burning leaves and cleaning up brush, to preserve 
the graves of those buried there. Many were said to be Indians, but also horse thieves. 
God only knows how they came to be hung. The hanging tree was long gone, but was 
said (by Grandma) to be massive and hung way out over 55th street. In the 50s many 
tombstones were still visible and even had names of the deceased. There were many 
sunken graves which gave it an especially weird feeling. The main grave, still there 
today, is that of Campbell, the founder of Campbelltown, now Merriam, KS. We kids 
always thought it was haunted.” 



Wyandotte County, KS and the Max Wendt Family 

The Carl Friedrich Daniel Maxmillian “Max” Wendt Sr family moved from St. Louis, MO 
to Kansas City, KS (Wyandotte County) about 1887. They lived near the current 21st St 
and Riverview Rd area, north of the Kansas River. Later, they moved to the Speaker Rd 
and 42nd St area in Turner, KS, where they truck-farmed.


PRESENT DAY 

1887 



On the evening of April 21, 1889 the family of Max Wendt was awakened by the 
jangling noise of his makeshift horse-thief alarm: basically, a rope strung between a 
door on his horse stable and his house. Max had a bucket full of cans on the house 
end of the rope. If a would-be thief opened the stable door, bang went the cans. The 
next few newspaper snippets take the the story from there:





THE KANSAS CITY GAZETTE, APR 22, 1889 
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Following his arrest, the story of Frank Smith in Kansas City newspapers continued for 
a few months:




 

MAY 3 , 1889 JUNE 8, 1889 

JULY 5, 1889 



Frank Smith stated in his defence that he was a regular Army soldier stationed at Ft. 
Elliott, TX. Ft. Elliott was a United States Army post in the Texas Panhandle, operational 
between 1875 and 1890. Frank further stated that he had been recently discharged on 
account of disability, that the paymaster at Ft. Elliott was not on post and that he had 
to make his way to Ft. Leavenworth for his pay; $53. He had hitched a ride on freight 
trains to the Kansas City, KS Stockyards and then was looking for a place to sleep - 
hence, the Wendt barn, just up the hill from the stockyards.


The July 5, 1889 newspaper article, with his trial ending in a hung jury, was the last 
reported about the Frank Smith horse-thief case. I did some research on Frank Smith. 
Frank Smith was actually Frank E Smith, born in Buffalo, NY, enlistment age 19 (born 
abt. 1870). He apparently was a deserter from Company H of the 5th Cavalry, stationed 
at Ft. Elliott, TX.


From an 1889 Army Enlistment Register:


Thus, it’s likely that Frank E Smith’s second trial in District Court never happened as he 
was reported to military authorities and rearrested by the Army for desertion.


Frank E Smith was sentenced to 2 1/2 years Army prison time for desertion in Aug, 
1890.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Army
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Texas_Panhandle


Central Protective Association 

It’s likely that Max Wendt Sr and son Fred were members of one of the Central 
Protective Associations (CPA) or “Horse Leagues” of Wyandotte County. CPA’s, in 
Kansas and Missouri, were the vigilante committees referred to earlier. The CPA in 
Argentine, KS, for example, formed about 1880. It was one of the leading associations 
with 125 members in 1896. They branded the letter “A” on every horse of their 
membership. Additionally, they had several blood hounds used to track down thieves. 
Members of one CPA would, when called upon, would assist neighbouring CPAs in 
tracking thieves. As time went on and law enforcement improved, CPAs would hand 
over thieves to authorities rather than doling out summary punishment; i.e. lynching.


In Shawnee, KS, members of the Wendt and Rieke families in 1893 were members of 
the Johnson County CPA.


The Wendt Family 

Max Wendt Sr (the author and Greg Rieke’s gr. grandfather) went on to become a 
highly regarded gardener/truck-farmer and respected citizen in Turner, Wyandotte, KS. 
Max had one more theft to contend with in 1891. On July 13 of that year, his market 
garden was raided overnight of about 20-30 bushels of tomatoes. Estimated loss was 
$100 (about $3500 in today’s dollars). 


Max’s son, Fred Wendt, carried on the family truck-farm tradition. He and his family 

farmed for the next 50+ years, supplying Kansas City area grocery stores and local 
produce markets with the highest quality fruits and vegetables.
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