Mrs. Bennerman’s Children
From PT Barnum’s American Museum to Arkansas

On December 4, 1863, Jane Bennerman opened Account #37506 at the Emigrant Sav-
ings Bank in New York City. Mrs. Bennerman reported she was born in 1835 in New York, oc-
cupation housekeeper, domicile 234 W 35" Street and her relatives were husband Robert and
children Jane, John, William and Robert.

The April 18, 1864 New York Daily Herald advertisement for P.T. Barnum’s American
Museum announced a new attraction. In addition to the famous giants Anna Swan and Mons.
Joseph and the diminutive Gen. Grant, Jr., new living curiosities were on exhibit:

Three Albino Children, aged 7 and 5 years and 4 months.
Never Before Exhibited.
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On May 16, 1864, Jane went back to the bank and opened Account #40687. She now
lived at 620 8" Avenue in New York City and she reported one more child, Margaret.

* % % %

Jane’s last three children, William, Robert and Margaret, were born with albinism, which,
given the times, the place, and probably Mrs. Bennerman’s financial situation, led directly to the
world of dime museums and circuses. We know nothing about the husband Robert, except that
he was probably born in Scotland and Mrs. Bennerman divorced him the next year.

Margaret probably died by 1870. After a tour with James E. Cooper’s circus during the
summer of 1872, Mrs. Bennerman and her sons William and Robert stopped in Little Rock, Ar-
kansas. The boys were enrolled in the Arkansas School for the Blind. Mrs. Bennerman died
July 4, 1873 in Little Rock.

A small paper trail of newspaper clippings trace Mrs. Bennerman and her children across
the U.S. Afew souvenir photos of William, Robert and Maggie, sold at dime museums and cir-
cus sideshows, have been posted on the internet. The first two children, Jane and John, are
untraceable. William can’t be found after he left school in 1878, but Robert is in every Arkansas
census from 1880 through 1930. Robert settled in with the family of a schoolmate and had his
own business as a broom maker.
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Dime Museum Tours

After working for the summer at P.T. Barnum’s American Museum in New York City, Mrs.
Bennerman and her children started in on the dime museum circuit.

In September 1864, P.T. Barnum sent his best curiosities on tour. Their first stop was
sponsored by the New Chestnut Street Theater in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Anna Swan
(over eight feet high) and Gen. Grant (the least of small men) shared the exhibit platform with
the greatest wonder of the nineteenth century, the wonderful Albino Children.

9-20-1864 Philadelphia Inquirer

We also have the pleasure of introducing the wonderful
ALBINO CHILDREN, now making a tour to the Middle and Western States.
These most extraordinary specimens of humanity have been visited by thousands of people
at Barnum’s American Museum Broadway, NY, and pronounced by all the
greatest wonder of the nineteenth century.

The tour extended to Lancaster, Pennsylvania, then Anna Swan and Gen. Grant re-
turned to Barnum’s museum in New York City. The Bennerman family next turns up in Cincin-
nati, Ohio.
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The Divorce of Jane and Robert Bennerman

The 10-5-1865 Cincinnati Times (Ohio) carried this announcement. Jane Bennerman
alleged desertion, intemperance and neglect by her husband Robert. She sought the legal right
to custody and control of her minor children Robert, Margaret and William Bennermen, known
as the Albino Children. Clearly, the children were considered a financial asset.
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For a time in 1864 and 1865, Madam English (Mary A. English 1834-after 1893) was
proprietress of both the Western Museum in Cincinnati and the Indiana State Museum in Indi-
anapolis. Perhaps the Mesdames English and Bennerman met in Cincinnati while Jane was
arranging her divorce. By the end of 1865, Madam English had moved her 10,000 curiosities,
inanimate and living, from Cincinnati to Indianapolis.

11-11-1865 Indianapolis Daily Herald
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| assume the “three American Albino Children” are the Bennerman kids. Other living cu-
riosities on display were Major Lewis Green, The Lilliputian Hero; and Eliza Elvirah Baker, living
skeleton.

Read about the irrepressible Major Green in “The Museum of Living Wonders”
https://ancestorsandothers.net/Dime.htm
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The below advertisement ran in the Indianapolis Daily Herald from November 1865
through mid January 1866 while Mrs. Bennerman’s children were on exhibit. Exactly what is
meant about the $5,000 challenge | don’t know, but Madam English was not entirely above
board.

Early in her career as a museum proprietress, Madam English ran the Broadway Muse-
um and then a place by the Levee in St. Louis, Missouri. She and a confederate scammed eve-
ry rube who came through the door. The scheme went one step too far and an irate crowd of
indignant citizens invaded her museum and destroyed everything. Madam immediately de-
camped for Cincinnati.

The Western Museum in Cincinnati

FwaLism, Proprietor.

:  Fuost, Masege: | seemed to be going well, until there was an illegal
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4-28-1866 The Titusville Herald (Pennsylvania). Mr. Carruthers was Sarah E. Belton’s
manager. Perhaps Carruthers engaged Mrs. Bennerman and her children for a dime museum
tour.
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Now exhibiting on Bpring street, in Titusville.
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Sarah (Sadie) Belton 1842-1915 was known as “The Fairy Queen” on the dime museum
circuit. She was about 32 inches tall and weighed about 38 pounds. In the 1870s, Sarah joined
the very successful Deakin’s Lilliputian Comic Opera Company.
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Photographs of the Bennerman Children

Posted on the internet are a few copies of two photos of the Bennerman children taken
in probably 1867 (Robert, age 8, was born in 1859). The photos are mounted on 2.5 inch by 4
inch cards.

According to an 1860s playbill for the Barnum & Van Amburg Museum, patrons could
purchase, directly from the living curiosity, a “correct photographic likenesses” for fifteen cents.
Photos were a good source of extra income, though management might take a cut of the pro-
ceeds.

The backs of these photos are blank. Generally there would be a photographer’s logo
which would give a clue as to where the Bennerman family was in this time period.

The kids are placed against posing stands to keep them still for the few seconds it took
to expose the photo.
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https://www.worthpoint.com/worthopedia/albino- https://www.worthpoint.com/worthopedia/albino-
children-circus-civil-war-era-1844948841 cdv-william-maggie-robert-1833659226

There’s a typographical error on this print -
“Robert S.” Other copies read “Robert 8,”
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Mrs. Bennerman Marries Mr. Robinson

On October 14, 1869, Jane Bennerman married John T. Robinson in Beardstown, Cass
County, lllinois. Robinson was a big name in circuses back in the late 1800s, but | couldn’t track
down the identity of this fellow. | assume this is our Mrs. Bennerman and not a coincidence of
names.

William and Robert now known as the Mysterious Children
The next clipping of interest was published in the 4-23-1870 Dallas Weekly Herald. Little

Maggie is not mentioned. William and Robert are now known as the “Mysterious Children” at an
exhibition in Dallas, Texas.
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The Bennerman’s Last Tour - James E. Cooper’s Menagerie, Museum and Circus

AWATT THE ADVENT OF THE MAST’&W_

A WORLD'S FAIR ON  WHEELS! A MONSTER CARAVAN, THE LARGEST AND BEST ON EARTH!

pFJ. E. COOPE R SWj

GRAND QUADRUPLE ALLIANCE,

MENAGERIE, MUSEUM, AQUARIUM AND CIRCUN!

IN THREE TENTS! WAIT FOR IT! IN THREE TENTSI
NOTHING LIKE IT EVER SEEN SINCE THE WORLD BEGAN!
AT LITTLE ROCK, FRIDAY AND SATURDAY, NOVEMBER fst AND 2d.

The Circus column in the 3-16-1872 New York Clipper (the weekly entertainment news-
paper) announced that Jennie Bennerman and her Albino children; Charlotte Moxley, fat lady;
and Minnie Shaw, the little lady 27 inches high, with her two year old infant child, were hired for
the sideshow of James E. Cooper’s circus, which would start touring in April.

The rest of the circus included everything you could possibly want to see: famous
equestrians; leapers, vaulters and tumblers; canon-ball performers; trapeze artists; clowns and
gymnasts. In all there were 1,200 people, horses, birds, reptiles and beasts including lions, ti-
gers, a jaguar, a hippopotamus, a kangaroo, a camel, a zebra and an elephant.

The tour started in Hillsboro, Ohio, on April 1, 1872. The May 19,1872 Evansville Couri-
er and Press (Indiana) reported Mrs. J. Bennerman and two children and Miss C. Maxley
checked into the Woodson House hotel, which is a nice confirmation that the Bennerman family
was travelling with the circus. The afternoon show in Evansville was rained out, but the evening
show was well attended.

On July 20, 1872, Adam Rodemyre, editor and proprietor of Our Fireside Guard reported

on the day the circus stopped for a rest in Centralia, Missouri.

Circus in Town
Last Sunday Cooper’s Circus and Menager-
ie laid over in Centralia, pitching their tents
on the public square, and correling their
wagons. Quite a crowd was attracted to
town, and nearly all were permitted to look
at the animals, the cage doors being left
open to give them air. Our hotel keepers
and livery man reaped a rich harvest, and in
this instance the circus left money in town
instead of taking it away.

This show travels overland in wagons, and
has a very large caravan. The camel and
elephant attracted much attention, and al-
most the entire concern was a free show for
that day. It is a rare occurrence for a show
to rusticate in our town, and as a conse-
quence almost the entire population turned
out enmasse.
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No accident or disturbance occurred, and
the show started from here on Monday
morning at one o’clock, for Madison. As the
night was dark, each wagon carried a huge
torchlight on top, presenting a very beautiful
appearance as they strung out over the
prairie on which they were visible for over
six miles. In the distance the lights present-
ed the appearance of street lamps in a city.

The ticket wagon fell over a bridge a short
distance from here, but was soon righted.
We understand that the caravan went
through the wrong gate and got lost in Bur-
nam’s pasture where they wandered about
for a time before they found the road.
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In September, Cooper’s circus headed into Arkansas. On its way to an October 28th
show in Dardanelle, the wagons had to cross the Arkansas River. A flat bottom boat was used
as a ferry and the crossing, though slow and laborious, went well until Titania the elephant re-

fused to board the vessel. Highly amused, a correspondent for the 10-31-1872 Morning Repub-

lican told the story.

The keeper, at length, suggested that “Tita-
nia” be made to swim across. Every one
seconded the happy thought, and having
procured a skiff, the elephant-keeper got it,
called to the large dog which always ac-
companies Titania, and ordered the latter to
follow him. Every thing worked to a charm,
and the huge beast followed the boat and
the dog, the while seeming to enjoy the bath
in the river.

When the odd procession reached the cen-
ter of the stream the object of all the solici-
tude suddenly disappeared from view. The
manager tore his hair and felt ruined. The

show-people were sympathetic, and the
rabble were all attention and eyes. No one
imagined that any other fate than drowning
had occurred, and the chief joy in life was
gone forever to Cooper and his employee.

However, in a moment or two, Titania arose
at some distance down the river, trumpeted
forth a loud note of pleasure, swam straight
to the landing and then came out of the wa-
ter all dripping with Arkansas wetness. A
vigorous shake of his frame, and he fell into
line as if nothing had occurred out of the
common. And the agony was over.

The circus was in Little Rock for two days, November 1 and 2, 1872. A full page adver-
tisement was placed in the Little Rock Daily Republican. Generally, circus advertisements did
not list the sideshow people, but this ad was an exception.
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= Miss Charlotte Moxley, the English Giantess, height 7 feet 2 inches; weight

723 pounds; age 26 years.

* The Wonderful Mysterious Children, a peculiar freak of nature.

» Madame Minnie Shaw, the Smallest Lady in Existence, a diminutive specimen
of humanity; age 29 years, height 28 inches, weight 32 pounds.

Read the full page ad here

Little Rock Daily Republican (Little Rock, Ark.), September 19, 1872, Page 3
https://www.loc.gov/resource/sn82014368/1872-09-19/ed-1/?sp=3&st=image
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Mrs. Bennerman’s Death

Cooper’s circus continued its tour for another month, reaching Shreveport, Louisiana at
the end of November. Jane Bennerman and her children stayed in Little Rock.

The Circus News column of the July 19, 1873 New York Clipper announced Mrs. Ben-
nerman’s death. She was 38 years old.

Jennie Robbinson, who was better known in the side-show business as Mrs. Benner-
man, the mother of the Albino Family, died at Little Rock, Ark., on July 3. During the long
and painful illness with which she was afflicted she was tenderly nursed by her friend
Jennie Banker and her husband, John F. Robbinson. The funeral took place on July 4,
and her remains were interred in Mount Holly Cemetery.

Mrs. Bennerman’s Children - Jackson County Landowners

Shortly after Mrs. Bennerman’s death, four deeds were executed, passing title of parcels
located in Jackson County, Arkansas, to her children. The grantor was S. Wheeler, Auditor of
Public Accounts of the State of Arkansas. The deeds to Jennie, Robert and William were dated
September 6, 1873 and John’s was dated September 11, 1873.

Grantee Book/Page | Township | Range | Section | Subdivision | Acres | Application #
Jennie L. Bennerman | T/194 13N 1W 13 SE 160 2055
John G. Bennerman T/195 13N 1W 27 NE 160 2119
Robert N. Bennerman | T/215 10N 5W 36 NE 160 2054
William J. Bennerman | T/216 10N 5W 9 SE 160 2053

The State of Arkansas owned a large part of a military land tract originally meant as
bounty land for soldiers who served in the War of 1812. Much of the land had not been devel-
oped or the taxes had not been paid, so the parcels reverted to the State. Case in point, Rob-
ert’'s parcel had been awarded to former soldier John G. Rosett in 1827. The next year Rosett
sold the parcel to Charles Y. Kimball and Jacob Pope for $40 and what happened after that |
don’t know. Fast forward to 1873, there was an Arkansas state statute to deal with this kind of
land called An Act to Donate to Actual Settlers the Right of the State to Certain Forfeited Lands,
which entitled the head of a family, his wife and each child to 160 acres for free.

Application forms were required to acquire this land. According to Desmond Walls Allen
in her 2000 compilation of donation land deeds between 1871-1875, the application forms may
exist in unprocessed files in the Arkansas State Archives. | emailed the archivist, but I’'m not
hopeful of a reply. The applications could shed light on who applied on behalf of the Benner-
man children.

Land is always a good legacy, but | can’t find anything in the Jackson County land rec-
ords that show the children ever benefitted from their parcels. Though the deeds tell us the first
children, Jane and John, were still alive in 1873, there are no sightings of them after this. Wil-
liam and Robert were easier to track down.
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Arkansas School for the Blind - Little Rock, Arkansas

William Bennerman, age 15, and
Robert Bennerman, age 13, are listed
among the pupils enrolled in the Arkansas
School for the Blind in its biennial report
for the year ending September 30, 1872.
The form lists their residence as Little
Rock and the cause of blindness was
listed as congenital.

SYLUM FOR THE BLIN -
lllustration from 1871 Bird’s Eye View of Little Rock

The school was a labor of love and determination by its leader Superintendent Otis Pat-
ten who felt all blind and visually impaired kids should be educated like anyone else. He would
have hated to see his school labeled “Asylum,” as in this illustration. Mr. Patten went to lengths
to point out the facility was not an asylum but a school for the young of both sexes, in which are
taught literature, music and handcraft. Pupils between six and twenty-six years old are re-
ceived, and an oculist for the purpose of treating pupils is a part of its benefits; no charge is
made for board or tuition, but friends are expected to furnish clothing and traveling expenses.

As reported in the 3-4-1873 Daily Arkansas Gazette (Little Rock), dignitaries made a tour
of the school. The news article reported the boys were just starting up a brass band and the
players included Robert and William Bennerman. The article goes on:

The institute play-ground, which the party crossed on their way to the boys’ workshop,
was well supplied with swings, etc. The workshop is situated some distance southwest
from the other buildings, and is under the control of W.S. Skellenger, a man nearly blind.
His students are good workmen, and make mattresses, brooms, mats, cushions, and al-
so bottom chairs. In this room is a little broom maker named Bennerman, an Albino,
who formerly belonged to Barnum’s museum in New York. His parents now reside at
Jacksonport in this state.

Other news clippings reported the school gave a concert in January 1877 which featured
a pianoforte duet played by William Bennerman and Frank Locke. The 1878 biennial report tells
us William was discharged--his time as a pupil had come to an end. William was now 21 years
old and this is my last sighting of William.

For the school year starting October 1878, Robert was appointed teacher for the Boy’s
Shop. Working two or three hours in the afternoon, the boys learned to make brooms, mat-
tresses, cushions, pillows, bolsters and cane seats for chairs. In December of 1878 Robert re-
ceived a salary of $30 and in March 1879 he received $20.

After six or seven years at the Arkansas School for the Blind, Robert is marked as dis-
charged in the 1878-1880 report.
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Robert Bennerman - Arkansas Census Records

Robert N. Bennerman is in the 1880, 1900, 1910, 1920 and 1930 Arkansas census rec-
ords. First he lived in Yell County, then moved over to Prairie County where he lived with the
family of his classmate William Harrison Rogers.

In the 1880 census, having recently left school, Robert is found in Delaware Township,
Yell County, living with George W. Wood and his wife Hannah, as well as two other boarders.

It's interesting to know that two of Robert’s fellow students from the Arkansas School for
the Blind were living and working in Yell County in 1880. Andrew J. Hudspath 1827-1910 was
47 years old when he came to the school in 1874. Too old to be a student, he was there to
learn mattress and broom making. Andrew Hudspath’s Findagrave memorial informs us he was
blinded when "acid put in eyes for water.” Andrew set himself up in Dardanelle as a broom
maker with his own shop and continued with that trade up to his death. Also living in Dardanelle
was 24 year old William Drury Price. He had been Robert’s classmate for six years and was
discharged at the same time. In the 1880 census, William Price was boarding with a family,
marked blind, and occupation broom maker.

Then we have a blank of 20 years, the result of the 1890 census going up in flames.
During this time, Robert became part of the family of schoolmate William Harrison Rogers 1855-
1900. William Rogers’ parents were Thomas C. Rogers 1814-1886 and Sisley Cobb Rogers
1828-1908. He was at the Arkansas School for the Blind for only two years. William was dis-
charged at the same time as Robert and he returned home to Center Township in Prairie Coun-

ty.

In the 1880 census, William Rogers is marked as blind, occupation mattress maker. In
1883, William married Mary Eliabeth Petty 1857-1942. They had six or seven children, the mid-
dle one being Barbara Myrtle Rogers 1890-1952.

In the 1900 census for Prairie County, Robert Bennerman is living with William’s wid-
owed mother Sisley Rogers and her son Adam O. Rogers. In 1910 and 1920 Robert is living
with William’s widow Mary E. Rogers and some of her children. In 1930, Robert is living with
William’s daughter Barbara Myrtle, her husband George Ernest Peters and their two children.

So, for 30 years or more, Robert Bennerman lived surrounded by the extended Rogers
family. In 1930, at age 69, he was still working as a broom maker in his own business.

For the most part, the census recorded Robert N. Bennerman as single, a boarder or lodger, birth circa
1859 and born in New York, his father in Scotland and his mother in New York. His occupation was a
self-employed broom maker.
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Robert Bennerman’s Pension Application

In the third year of the Great Depression, Robert Nathaniel Bennerman applied for a
newly-established pension for blind and indigent adults. He signed up on July 1, 1931. The
form includes his full name and other bits of interesting information.

Robert reported he was single, born September 11, 1859 in New York, New York and his
parents were John William Bennerman and Jennia Muldoon, both of whom were deceased. He
was living with G.E. Peters on Route 2 in Carlisle, Arkansas. He had lived in Arkansas for 55
years and had become blind in 1900. Robert was not engaged in business, he had no income,
no property, and no aid from any institution.

Witnesses to Robert’s signature (X) were George E. Peters and Andrew Washington
Guess.

Robert was examined by Dr. J. H. Gipson who determined he was blind. Robert ap-
peared before Frank H. Dodge, judge of the Chancery Court in Des Arc, who certified the appli-
cation on August 4, 1931.

The Blind Pension Roll was funded by an annual tax of $10 on each pool or billiard table
operated in the state. Of 1,950 applicants, 1,050 qualified. The first payments were issued in
November 1931--a modest sum of $7.50 per month.

| can’t find a report of Robert’s death. Unfortunately the local newspaper, The Grand
Prairie Herald of Hazen, Prairie County, is still on microfilm in the Arkansas State Archives.

* % k % %

You have to wonder what it was like for the Bennerman kids exhibiting at dime museums
and touring with a circus. Hopefully, they were all little hams and liked their moment in the lime
light. Robert was fortunate to find a home with the Rogers family. | wonder what happened to
the rest of Mrs. Bennerman’s children.

A well-preserved photo of the children that can be zoomed for details is on the Antique
Photographics Collections site. While you're there, you can see photos of the giants Anna
Swan and Monsieur Joseph and the little people Gen. Grant, Jr. and Madam Minnie Shaw.

https://antiguephotographicscollections.com/
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ENDNOTES

The dime museum has been nearly forgotten,

but during its heyday in the latter half of the
nineteenth century, it was as popular an insti-
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Most of this is culled from digital newspapers at Newspapers.com, NewspaperArchive, Geneal-
ogyBank, ChroniclingAmerica, lllinois Digital Newspaper Collections, FultonHistory, NYS Histor-
ic Newspapers, Internet Archive

New York, U.S., Emigrant Savings Bank Records, 1850-1883 at Ancestry.com

Marriage of Jane Bennerman and John T. Robinson
lllinois, Marriages, 1815-1935 at FamilySearch - image of marriage certificate
(John T. or John P. Robinson)

Donation Land - Jackson County, Arkansas
In addition to Arkansas land records at FamilySearch, the Bennerman deeds are listed in
Arkansas Donation Lands 1871-1875 by Desmond Walls Allen, 2000 found at Ar-
chive.org.

Arkansas School for the Blind
Years 1868, 1870, 1872, 1874, 1878
Biennial Report of the Board of Trustees and Superintendent of the Arkansas In-
stitute for the Education of the Blind by Arkansas Institute for the Education of the
Blind, 1878
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Biennial _Report of the Board of Trustees/Lm8a
AQAAIAAJ?hI=en&gbpv=0

Years ending 1878, 1880, 1882
Biennial Report of the Board of Trustees and Superintendent of the Arkansas In-
stitute for the Education of the Blind by Arkansas Institute for the Education of the

Blind
https://archive.org/details/esrp1260158860/1860.001/

Payment to Robert Bennerman
Biennial Report by Arkansas Auditor of State, 1880
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Biennial Report/SccPAQAAIAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0

Nancy Ettensperger - September 2026 Mrs. Bennerman’s Children - Page 13
AncestorsandOthers.net



Robert Bennerman’s Pension Application
Arkansas, U.S., Applications for Indigent and Blind Pensions, 1931-1935 at Ancestry.com

Cooper’s Circus 1872 - Sideshow Curiosities who travelled with the Bennerman Family

Miss Charlotte Moxley

Contrary to Cooper’s advertisement, Charlotte Moxley was 51
years old at the time of the tour. She was probably only 6” 2” tall
and it’s likely her weight was closer to 400 pounds than 700. But
obviously she was a big lady! She called herself either Teeple or
Moxley.

Sarah Charlotte Smith was born in Canada in 1821. She married

Luther Teeple in 1853. The couple lived in Sharon Township, Clin-
ton County, lowa. Charlotte Teeple died in 1890 near Lost Nation,
lowa.

Photos at Worthpoint.com
Verso reads: Charlotte Teeple, 27 Years of Age, Weight 700
Pounds

Madame Shaw was born Mary Jane Foster in
Steubenville, Ohio, circa 1837. She never grew taller
than 27.5 inches. The 1880 census taker in Indian
Prairie, lllinois, penned in “27 in high” just above her
name.

Minnie married William S. Shaw 1837-1903 about
1866. The couple travelled together, billed as “Mad-
am Shaw, Lilliputian Wonder” and “Doc Shaw, Long
Bearded Man.”

This photo was taken about the time Minnie and her
daughter (also named Minnie) travelled with the
Bennerman family on the 1872 circus tour.

After 40 years in show business, Minnie retired. She
died April 25, 1910 at the home of her daughter Min-
nie, Mrs. Frank E. Williams, in Ft. Myers, Florida.

Photo at antiquephotographicscollections.com
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Cardiff Giant

This giant, discovered in Cardiff, New York, on October 16, 1869, was 10’ 4.5” and weighed
2,990 pounds. Even though he was an out-and-out hoax, this fellow has his own Wikipedia

page!
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