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‘The Government’s Prosecution Final-
lv Checks the Carecer of John A.

Benson—Thirty Years of Fraud,
Thievery and Corruption.
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By OSCAR KING DAVis.

HE telegraph dispatch that
early last week brought
from San Francisco the
news of the sentencing
John A. Benson to Jail
4 for frauds against the
United States in the obtaining of pub-
‘lic lands illegally, was the announce-
ment of the beginning of the end -for
this king of the land grafters.

It is a finger that points, at last,
ominously to the faet that justice is
finally overtaking the man who, for
more than thirty years, has been piling
up his thousands and tens of thousands
of dollars by means of fraud, thievery,
and corruption.

The dispatch told also of the sentenc-
ing of Perrin, whom it called “one of
his partners.” ¢ Tool’ would have heen
the better word, for Perrin was more
the agent and the dupe than the part-
ner of Benson.
~ Hyde is the partner. Hyde, the im-
maculate, the cold, proud, austere busi-
ness man, correct in manner and ap-
pearance, scrupulous in his business
dealings with other men, but without
conscience or care in his transactions
with the Government. Hpyde's fate is
‘yet before him. But the moving finger
is busily writing, and before many more |
months have rolled away the sentence
will have been inscribed for both Ben-
son and Hyde, and the finatl check will
have been put upon the most gigantic
swindle that has ever been perpetrated
against the United States. The mon-
archs of all the land grafters will have
been brought to book, and the system
invented and installed by them, which
had grown to such proportions before
it was discovered that its workings had

‘become bywords throughout the public.
land States of the West, will have been i
destroyed.

And vet, In a certain sense, the Gov-
ernment has lost nothing through their
fraudulent transactions. The popular
cry that land has been * stolen™ from
t1ie Government is a misitake. The law
has set @ price upon the public lands, |
as well as prescribed the manner in
which it may be purchased. And this
price has been paid, dollar for doliar,
on every acre which has helped to swell
‘the fraudulent fortunes of the grafter
kings. The Government has received
just as much, in money, as it would
have had if the lands had heen sold to
individual purchasers in full accord
with the strictest requirements of the
law. It is the manner in which Hyvde
and Benson have operated to get pos-
gession of thousands of acres and trans-
fer their holdings to innocent purchas-
ers that 1s criminal, and it is the men
and women who have bought from
them who- have been swindled, more
than the Government., These are the
real, and helpless, victims of the frauds.
For the grafter kings have sold to them
titles which tvere not theirs to sell, ang
the Government, which has received lis
money, i8 now in position to cancel the
fraudulent titles and reclaim possession
of {ts land.

Benson and Hyde Are of Widely
Divergent Types. ‘;

Both Benson and Hyde are hardened
sinners, but they are entirely different
in personal characterisiics. Both are
well along in years, Eenson being near
70, and Hyde well over 60. Benson is a
huge bulk of a man, genial, jovial,
slouchy, and unpretentious, a man who
wears a S100 suit as if it were a $10
“ hand-me down.” He is always good-
natured, quick to make friends, ready
to lend the last cent he has in his pock-
et to any friend who appeals for help,
but never willing to pay an honest debt
until he has exhausted all means of
avoiding it, and not even willing under
compulsion. Xe will lend his creditor
anything, but never pay until forced.

Hyde is just the reverse; very punc-
tilious regarding his hills, and exact in
his dealings with men. He is a man of
position in San Francisco, or was be-
fore his business in graft became open-
ly known, and still belongs to the
‘“best’” club in the city. He is the
Sunday School superintendent sort ot
thief, who helps boys and girls to grow |
up honest and unsuspicious, in order
that he may rob them with greater im-
punity.

Hyde is an aristocrat, and that was1
the main cause,of his downfall, for it |
was his inopportune neglect to see the
outstretched hand of the man who knew
more than anybody else about his
frauds that prompted that man to write
the letter which finally forced the in-
vestigation in the Department of the
Interior which uncovered the vast sys-
tem of fraud and graft, and started the
hunt for the grafters which is now
nearing the finish.

So far as the Government is con-
cerned, there is no evidence that Hyde!
was engaged in fraudulent transactions
before the present series of rascalities
began, soon after the passage of what
is known as the “ Lieu-land act,” in
June, 18397. But Benson has been in
the fraud books of the Government for
thirty years. He was chased out of
‘Washington not so very long after the!
war for being mixed up in some kind
of shady financizal transactions. After
a while he turned up in California,
where he opened an office as a supvey- ‘
or. There is one part of the surveying
business that Benson had down pat, and
he has zlways made the most of it.
He was an expert, draftsman, and he
knew how (o make the prettiest and
cleanest plat of a survey that the Land
Office here has ever seen.

In those days the Government was
making its survey of the land it owned
_in the Western States, dividing it up
“lito townships and sections and run-
_'Imng_t’:he quarter section . lines, .!:.Th'e-

FWOI‘I'- was fdone under the direction of
'a Federal Surveyor General for each
'State, who let it out on contract tb the
men who made the actual survevs.
Benson got a contract. At first he did
some work, but before long he hit upon
a much easiler and more profitable
method, which was simply to run a
line or two, enough to familiarize him-
‘self with the general appearance of the
country. Then he sat down in his of-
‘fice and made the most beautiful plats
the Land Office had ever seen. He had
-a brilliant and fecund imagination, and
-his field notes never lacked for descrip-
tion of landmarks. He was not ham-
pered by facts. Little things like
streams angd hills bothered him not at
all. He chucked in what he wanted
‘when and where-he wanted it, and the
'Land Office was nona the wiser.
' But, like the left-handed murderer of
Gaboriau, he was too accurate. He
had not taken the trouble to give himn-
self sufficient experience in the Gov-
ernment survey work he had contract-
ed to do, to know that there was always
a lot of trouble in making the work
come out right at the end of the town-
ship. it was seldom that the lines of
one township would jibe with those of
the next. There is always a difference,
however, due to the earth’s curvature, -
and the surveyors took care of it by
creating what they call a ' fraction,”
which for convenience is always put
on the north and west sides of a town-
ship. The experienced men take care
of their errors in thess fractions. But |
Benson had no errors to look out for. |
I1is work having been done only in his |
office, was always mathematically ex-
act and perfect.

And it was this perfection which was
his undoing.

Accuracy of Benson Caused Gov-
ernment to Investigate.

The Land Office people in Washing-
ton finally became suspiclous of it
Benson was too perfect, so to speak.j
He was the only man doing survey
work who made no mistakes. Ivery
nther surveyor had errors to account
for and take. Not Benson. He had
contracts for surveying township after
township. They called for the pay-
ment of hundreds of thousands of dol-
lars to him. He collected, in fact, above
a cuarter of a million from the Gov-
crnment. And there wasn't an error in
the whole job. So the Land Oifice peo- |
ple went out to Investigate this ph«a-1
nomenal surveyor, and found him just
a clever thief, who sat in his office and
made his maps, and then collected the
pay for the work he hadn’t done.

They Indicted Benson thirty-two
times for that Ingenious fraud, and he
fled to Europe. He got clear away, |
and lived in peace and quiet and secur-
ity for five or six years, enjoying the
dollars he had not earned from TUncle
Sam. “The place of his general
ahode,” as the legal phraseology has
it, was The Hague. The hue and cry
for the fugitive had died away, and he
lived his life. openly, unmolested by
troublesome officers of the outraged
law. But one day he went down to his
accustomed haunts along the wharves,
to watch the shipping and the sailor-
men at work, and there he fell foul of
a stevedore or a sailor, and there was a
row. PEenson punched the Dutchman,
and the row developed into a fight. Of
course, there was but one outcome to
that sort of a fracas. Other Dutch-
men ran to the assistance of their com-
patriot, and Benson was arrested.

Immediately another of Benson's
habits got him into trouble. IHe has
always had a fad for accuracy in docu-
ments that concerned him. Ie has had
more certified copies of official papers
made than any other man who has ever
dealt with the Land Office here. It
has long been a mystery and a source
of ammuscment to the officials, who have
wondered what on earth he wanted of
them. The experience at The Hague
showed that Benson had the fad then.
Arrested as a common bpbrawler on the
streets, the Dutch police made search
of Benson’s trunk, and there they found
certified copies of those thirty-two in-
dictments, duly found in the Federal
Court in California.

Great Scott! What a sensation that
created in The Hague! This blood-
thirsty American was undoubtedly the
most dangerous and deadly criminal in
all the world. A mad rush began to
communicate with American officers of
the law. The wires hummed and the
messages flew, and Benson wag com-
mitted to the deepest, dampest, darkest
donjon keep in all the realm, pending
the arrival of the proper and co:mpet&ntJ
authorities to remove his contaminating
carcass from Dutch soil. There Benson |
disported himself on bread and water |
and other choice morsels of Dutch
provender until in due time he was
haled back to California and put on
trial on the thirty-two indictments.

RBut so much time had elapsed since
thoe frauds had been discovered that
witnesses had disappeared or died, the
crimes were almost forgotten, and in
the engd Benson got free on all the
charges. He still had a good share of
the money left, however, and with that
he went into the business of grafting
land from the State, in a small way,
compared with his later developments,
but still in a familiar way. He was
thus engaged when he. first began to
deal with Hyde.

F. A. Hyde was a lawyer in San
Francisco, who had an eye out to the
majn chance, and was a master hand
at certain forms of business. He never
‘associated with the Benson type of
'man, except In a business way, but he
was shrewd enough to recognize at
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[once the force .and ingenuity;of the big:
zrafter, and be an. 1o qeal with him.
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‘I‘hey had not done very much before
the passage of the “lieu land’ act,
which was signed by President MeXKin-
ley on June 4, 1897. This was the act
under which the great land frauds have
been committed—{rauds which have be-
come so common that in many parts of
the West the people had come to look
upon them as matter-of-fact transac-
tions not at al} frauvdulent.

In truth, there are many sections of
the West where good,. honest, law-abid-
ing, church-going, Ged-fearing men and
women have violated the law openly,
knowingly angd deliberately, without a
thought that they were really commit-
ting a crime. 1t was the common thing.
Everybody did it. IZven the respected
judges of the local courts have entered
public lands with which they never had
any other intentipn than speculating.
And these people are the most sur-
prised in all the country to find them-
selves caught in the meshes of the legal
dragnet spread by the Government offi-
cials when the land fraud investigations
and proseccutions finally began.

The Heu land act was a simple propo-
gition, and on its face only an act
of justice to many honest settlers upon
the public domain, who otherwise would
have been stripped of their honestly}

Acreage Held by

acquired homes ana left without a cent

in return.
forest reserve policy,

from entry,

the undoubtedly
good of all the country.

Methods Employed to Obtain

session of State Lands.”

In the creatior. of forest

three kinds of land upon which

Government had no claim were
always involved.

construction.
sections 16 and

wwhen a forest reserve is to be
[t must embrace all the land wi
limits. So the licu land act
ed that any
plated forest reserve, or any
which had received a grant of

the proposed reserve land, or any State

1t was an ocutgrowth of the
which sought, by
the withdrawal of timbered public land
to conserve the tforests and
the water supply at the samo time, to
tremendous ultimate

reserves

These were the lands
reserved for sale for the benefit of the
schools of the States in which they lay,
lands granted by the Federal Govern-
ment {o the States, and lanus granted
by Congress to railroads in aid of their
The school lands were
36 in every township.
The State and railroad lands were usiu-
ally in alternate sections, the Govern-
ment retaining alternate sections.

seftler xwithin a contem-
railroad

Pos- ‘

the
almost

But
created
thin its
provid-

part of

, which -had such holdings, might ex-
change their lands for similar amounts
of other public lands without the lim-
its of any proposed or established for-
est reserve. Thus the Government
would acquire title again to all the land .
within the reserves, and would dispose
of an equal amount which had not,
.theretofore been taken up by settlers
ror other entrymen. |
. The avowed purpose of the lieu land
;act was honest. Its real purpose may !
"have been so, but under its operation
| tremendous frauds have been commit-
ited. g0 great and widespread frauds as;
| to suggest very strongly that some in- .
 fluence was behind its enactinent ’bv1
|(‘0ng1ess which aimed at the conoen-'
|trat10n in the hands of certain corpor- |
'ations or a certain few individuals of |
’the enormous cracts, especially of tim- |
' ber lands, which the strict compliance
i with the old land laws had either ren-
'dered impossible as original transao—1
tions or made impossible because of the |
expense of extensive purchases. |

it was Benson who first saw the|
possibilities of the lieu land act. For
 years he had been on a working basis
'with the office of the State Surveyor
. General, and so had Hyde. They could
‘not have carried on their local trans-
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America is a big country; there can be no doubt about it.

"It is so big that a person can come into posses-

sion of 30,000,000 acres of its timber lands, and in the vastnesses of this. big country conceal his identity beyond

detection.

[
7

Ehe New Jork Eimes

Published: September 8, 1907
Copyright © The New York Times

And this, despite the fact that in the near future the possession Qf 30,000,000 acres of wooded la.nd may
mean a fortune greater than that of any of the money Kings of the present day.
The location of the land is shroudea in as much mystery as is the identity of- the unrevealed owner,
may be some to think that it might be found on. the same chart with NeW -Atlantis.
, retary Wilson. of the .Agricultural Bureau says that he kHOW
the Eecretary will not tell WhO he Ase oo - |
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Dont yvou believe (t. Sec-

s of t&se man, and that he ha.s an e&re on him. . But
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‘The _Méihads of Benson

and Kiis

Partner, Hyvde, So Perfect That
- They Finally Resulied in 'E‘hen‘

Undoing.

actions otherwise. Now Benson sug-
‘gested tha scheme of gathering in all
the school lands in the California for-
est reserves and converting it into what
has become known as ‘* scrip,” although
it is not scrip; that ls, into rights of
selection of public land elsewhere. Then,
by hustling out over the public lands
not included in the forest reserves, and
making selection of the most valuable
everywhere, they created at once a
marEket for their scrip, which they sold
at great profit, especially when it cov-
ered timber lands desired by the big
lumber companies, which were devoting
their energles to securing in advance
all the timber they could obtain, I or-
der to have it when the time comes to
saw it up into lumber.

The first method employed by Benson
and Hyde in getting hold of these
school and State lands was the use of
dummies as entrymen. And that is a
crime, although the State or the Gov-
ernment reccives the full price of the
land secured by the dummy. The law
provides that the public land shall not
be taken up by any person except for
his own use: that it shall not be taken
for the purpose of speculation; that the
entryman must not be procured to take
it up for another; and that the entry-
man must not receive an advance of
moneyv from another in order to com-
plete his bargain with the Government.
Benson and Hyde violated all the pro-
visions, and that, In fact, is the basis
of nearly all the frauds against the
Government in the land graft .cases

throughout the West. _
Benson Procured the Dummies and

Hyde Did the Rest. .

to them as soon as the titles had been

perfected.
mies, getting most of them from the

CiSCO,

thus enabling him to handle them as
he pleased, and, by helping them to
make their marks, secure their signa-
tures to whatever papers he liked: Of
course, that involved perjury on the
part of the entrymen, and subornation
of perjury on the part of Hyde and
Benson. That did not bother the big
grafters at all, but the method soon
proved too slow and cumbersome, as
well as too expensive.

It took a lot of capital to operate on
a large scale, but Hyde had money and
. Benson was not bankrupt, and they

of school and State lands, and to get
their lieu land scrip for it. The State
required the immediate payment of only
25 cents an acre, instead of the full
price of $1.25, permitting the balance
to run for a year or more.

roll up their profits.
grew and required more capital, they

moneyv. He was a queer sort of cus-
tomer, who insisted on having his own
skirts kept clear all the time, and took
great care to see that he was never
directly involved in a.nything;\ shady, but
who seems nevertheless to have been

willing to take his share of the profits.

When the dummy scheme became un-
satisfactory. because too slow and cum-
bersome, Hyde and Benson progressed
from mere subornation of . perjury to
straight forgery. The experience of
Benson in his earlier frauds, when he
merely made maps instead of surveys,
was of decided value now. He saw that
it was much easier and simpler, as well
as faster and less expensive, to run a

mies.
all theilr papers.

entirely natural and honest.
too, soon became too bothersome. It
took too much Iabor and thought to
provide names for all the fictitious en-
trymen whose dffidavits and deeds they
were forging.

So Benson devised a scheme for get-
ting names. He advertised for help of
all kinds, workmen on all sorts of jobs,
and in that way obtained a great nums-
ber of honest names. For a while they
took the trouble to mix these names
up, using the first part of one with the
last part of another. When that got to
be excessive labor they used the honest
names straight. And finally they ceased
to bother withh changing names, and
used the same ones over and over
again. But by that time they had
bought their way into the L.and Office
in Washington, and no longer had need
to exercise caution.

The Dbusiness grew tremendously.
They worked fast, and devised ways to
go still faster. They bought up the
State officials essential to their
schemes, and so always got first whack
at the State and school lands about to
be incorporated in a forest reserve.
When a bona fide entryman came along
and managed to get in ahead of them,
the State officials held up his entry
until the swindlers could be notified
and get a false claim filed. In that

i way Hyde and Benson monopolized the

business in lieu land scrip in all Call-
fornia, and, branching out, went into
other States. Of course, they prospered
enormously, They had their men out
picking out the good land open to lleu
selection everywhere, and they sold
their scrip as fast as they could find
purchasers, Which was by no means
slow, N *

It had become necessary to get intc
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took in a banker to furnish the ready |

Hyde and Benson began by a,ctuallyj
sending out dummies to enter the lands !
for them, under contract to turn it over |

Benson procured the dum-

notorious Barbary Coast, of San Fran-
ignorant negroes for the most
part, who could neither read nor write,

were able to put up the money neces-
sary to secure title {o immense tracts

Quick shifts often enabled ihe gra.ft-;
ers to turn over their capital two or’
three timmes within tho year, and so to
As the business

fully aware of what was going on, and?

forgery mill than to bother with dum-
So they began to manufacture:
At first they took |
paing to have the forged papers look
But that, |

}
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the General Land Office in 'Washington
for a double purpose. When & leu
land selection was made it might be
on land that had not yet been surveyed.
In that case the selection holds good,
and when the survey is finally made’
the patent issues as if it had been sur-
veyed before the selection was made.
It was necessary, therefore, to have a

means of facilitating the approval of '
lieu land selections, in order that sales

of scrip might not be interrupted. That
was arranged by the purchase of the

Land Office official who had charge
of that work. He got ten cents an acre

for his assistance, a figure apparently
small, but often really large, as, when
& selection ran up to four or five thou-
sand acres, his share was $400 or $500.

Some of the officials of the Land

Office, whose work did not throw them
regularly in connection with the papers
in the cases, grew a little suspicious
sometimes, but there was really noth-
ing on which they could lay their hands
to bear them out, and it never got
further than suspicion. There was
enough, and more, in one single feature
of the papers to make any honest man
who had to do with them a great deal
more than suspicious. - The trouble was
that no Rhonest man dealt with them.
This feature was the constant recur-
rence of the name of F. A. Hyde as
the purchaser of the rights of the dum-
my or entirely fictitious entrymen.
Thousands of cases came into the Land
. Office bearing his name, without ex-
citing any comment, until the crime
 was urcovered in ancother way.
’ It was Hyde himself who finally
‘pulled down the pillars of his temple,
and he did it by a single act of snob-
bishness. One of his prineipal facto-
tums in California, the man whose
business it was to watch the office of
the State Surveyor General, Jonst R.
Schnelder, gave the graft away. He
had worked for Hyde for years, but
Hyde, being an aristocrat and a snob,
never had any association with the
Dutchmman except on business. At
length the time came when Schneider
was to leave Hyde's employv. Five
thousand dollars was coming to him.
Hle went to Hyde's office, and Hyde
counted out the money. He always
paid his bills.

Schneider took the cash, pocketed it,
and held out his hand to shake handg
with Hyde and say goodby. But I-Iyda
did not see the proffered hand, and
Schneider went out of the office with=
rout the farewel]l clasp, and with the
affront rankling in his heart. He went
down to Arizona, and from Tucson
| after a swhile he wrote to the denart=
ment. Now it happened that the man
who had pigeon-holed many other re-
ports of similar nature wag temporarily”
away, and his subordinate was not &
part of the Hyde-Benson system. Tho
subordinate got Schneider’s letter ang
ordered an investigation, detailing for
the job a special agent, who also was
not part of the gang. 'The superior
returned to his desk, learned what had
been done, and by telegraph sent tha
special agent to Montana Instead of ta
Arizona. But the agent did not forget.
| It was several months before he got
around to it, but ultimately he saw ang
talked with Schneider, who told him all
the sordid story. It was the report of
that special agent, which went finally
to Secretary Hitchcock, that blew off

the lid and opened up the whole mig«
erable work.

Arrested and Brought to Trial Both |
Fought to the Last.

Now a curious thing happened. I#
was not undersiood by the honest men
in the Land Office at first that Schnei-
der accused Hyde and Benson of going -
further than procuring dummies to
make entries of land for them. And
under the construction of the law made
by most of the law officers of the dew
partment, that did not constitute &
fraud. And they had a decision of a
Federal Judge in Nevada to fortify
their opinion. But the Assistant Ate
torney General assigned by the Depart-
ment of Justice to the Interior Depart-
‘ment, Arthur B. Pugh, held a different
view, He believed that it was a viola-
tion of the law, and the Supreme Court
has since upheld his view.

Pugh’s work was in outline. Then
came the task of getting the details
and securing the evidence on which to
obtain convictions. That fell to Will-
iam J. Burns, the detective, who was
lent to the Interior Department by
Chief Wilkie of the Secret Service.
Burns followed the trails that Pugh
had blazed and turned it into a high
road. He established an office in the
building with the Land Office, and
there he Interviewed the clerks and
others whom Hyde and Benson had -
bought. And one by one they confessed.
Every man but that high official who
had pigeon-holed so0 many reporis gave
up the details of all his connection
with the system. :

Then Burns went to California, There
he dug up more evidence, and- when he
returned he had made his case. Hyde,
Benson, and several others, including -
the once loquaclous but now silent™
Schneider, were indicted. Benson had
come to Washington to patch.up his
fences. He was arrested here, jumped
his bail, and was retaken in New York.
Judge Lacombe overruled the Cormmis-
sioner who held him, and was in turn
overruled by the Supreme Court. Hyde
was held in San Eranclsco Both
fought to the last Court their removal
to Washington for tria,l and both lost. -
Then both fought to thalast Court their
~demurrer to the indictment, and artin
‘ooth lost,. Now they are facing tr ld{\ at .
the October term of court,




