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The Northfield 
Robbers and a 

Mysterious 
Mummified Human 

Trophy 
 

James A. Bailey and 
Margaret B. Bailey 

 

 

While Henry Mason 
Wheeler, a Northfield, Min-
nesota resident, was a student at 
the University of Michigan 
Medical School, he allegedly 
collected part of a scalp and ear 
as a trophy from one of three 
deceased James-Younger Gang 
members.  Three gang members 
in question for the trophy's origin 
are Clell Miller, William 
Chadwell and Samuel Wells.  
Miller and Chadwell were killed 
on Thursday, September 7, 1876 
during the robbery of the First 
National Bank of Northfield.  
After the robbery, the James 
Brothers, Wells and the 
Youngers escaped from North-
field and negotiated a westward 
course away from the pursuing 
posse.  But on September 21, the 
posse confronted the Youngers 
and Wells near Madelia, 
Minnesota.  Wells was killed 
during the shootout, thus 
becoming the third prospective 
source for the trophy.1  In the 
aftermath of the raid, Wells, 
Miller, and Chadwell were all 
identified either as Charles, 
Charley or Charlie Pitts.  "Chas 
Pitt[s]" is written on the actual 
trophy; however, the identity of 
that name is in question.  Today, 

the Northfield Historical Society 
retains the alleged James-
Younger Gang members' mum-
mified human scalp and ear 
trophy in the museum's col-
lection but it is not on public 
display.  In an attempt to identify 
the origin of the scalp and ear 
trophy, the historical mummified 
object was examined and the 
legend of its past investigated. 

The events that contributed 
to collecting the scalp and ear 
were set in motion when the 
Northfield Raid occurred on 
September 7, 1876.  On that 
date, the James-Younger Gang 
rode into Northfield, Minnesota 
to rob the First National Bank of 
Northfield but their plans went 
terribly wrong. 

First, Samuel Wells, also 
known as Charley Pitts, shot 
bank teller Alonzo Bunker in the 
shoulder as Bunker escaped out 
the back door of the bank during 
the robbery.  Next, one of the 
robbers shot and killed Joseph 
Lee Heywood, the acting bank 
cashier.2-3 

As fate would have it, 
Heywood was acting as cashier 
since his supervisor, G.M. 
Phillips, and bank president, 
John C. Nutting, were attending 
the Centennial Exposition in 
Philadelphia.4-5  Any other week, 
Phillips would have been dealt 
the hand to confront the James-
Younger Gang perhaps resulting 
in a different outcome for the 
robbery, deaths and in the end, 
the scalp and ear. 

When the robbers heard 
gunfire on the street, they were 
drawn out of the bank.  As they 
exited the bank, Northfield 
citizens took defensive positions 
and exchanged gunfire with the 
robbers.  Clell Miller and 

William Chadwell were killed on 
Division Street, just steps from 
the front of the bank.  Besides 
the two robbers and the banker 
killed that day, a Swedish 
immigrant, Nicholas Gustafson, 
received a gunshot wound to the 
head and died three days later.  
The deaths, especially the 
robbers' deaths, were the primary 
events that potentially yielded 
contenders for the source of the 
trophy.6-7  

 

 
 
Hayes Scriven, Executive 

Director, Northfield Historical 
Society Museum, holding the 

mummified scalp and ear trophy.   
(Photo by Authors) 

 
After the shootout, the 

gunsmoke had barely cleared on 
the Northfield streets when 
Wheeler approached Mayor 
Solomon P. Stewart to ask for 
the outlaws' bodies before they 
were buried.  The mayor first 
told Wheeler he could have the 
bodies.  Unsure whether he had 
the authority to give the bodies 
away, in retrospect, Stewart 
recanted his offer.  Later, he told 
Wheeler the bodies must be 
buried but the graves would be 
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shallow.  So, a funeral was 
conducted for the two robbers 
and they were buried in the 
Northfield Cemetery.8-9  

 

 
 

Mummified Human Ear Trophy 
in the Northfield Historical 
Society Museum Collection.  

(Photo by Authors) 
 
A young Norwegian 

immigrant, Harold Berg Kildahl, 
Sr., remembered attending the 
funeral.  He lived with his family 
in Northfield at the time of the 
raid.  Kildahl said that on the day 
of the robbers' burials, they were 
placed in the same long box and 
displayed in the city square.  
After curiosity seekers had a 
look, the funeral took place.  
"Towards evening, they were 
interred in the extreme southeast 
corner of the old cemetery, 
before it was enlarged."10 

There is no record of the 
two robbers' burials in Northfield 
Cemetery but that is not to say 
no record ever existed.  Some 
early cemetery records deter-
iorated and were unable to be 
preserved.  However, there are 

Northfield Cemetery records for 
Gustafson and Heywood's 1876 
burials. 

While no evidence indicates 
Gustafson and Heywood's bodies 
were ever disturbed, the robbers 
would not rest in peace.  
Wheeler directed Charles 
Dampier and Clarence Persons, 
his medical school classmates, to 
carry out the labor intensive task 
of digging up the robbers.11  
After receiving the directive 
from Wheeler, his classmates 
surreptitiously disinterred the 
robbers' remains under the cover 
of darkness just hours after their 
funeral.  Newton Persons, 
Clarence's brother, recorded their 
act in his diary.  Although 
Persons recorded details of the 
disinterment, according to 
another source, some believed 
the bodies were never buried.12 

Francis Butler wrote a letter 
in 1962 to the Minnesota 
Historical Society retelling his 
father's account of the robbers' 
burials.  At the time of the 
Northfield robbery, his father 
lived about five miles north of 
Northfield and remembered well 
the events of the raid and the 
robbers who were killed.  Butler 
heard his father say Miller's body 
was given directly to Wheeler.13 

To prevent any Northfield 
citizens from becoming out-
raged, Miller's pine coffin was 
buried without Miller inside.  
The unopened coffin was filled 
with stones instead of a body to 
give the false impression at the 
funeral that it contained Miller's 
body.  Butler remembered his 
father saying Miller’s body was 
released directly to Wheeler.14 

 
 

Clarence E. Persons, Rice County 
resident and student at University 
of Michigan, Ann Arbor.  Henry 
Mason Wheeler's medical school 
classmate.  (Courtesy of Jennifer 
Andries, Executive Director, Lyon 

County Historical Society and 
Museum, Marshall, Minnesota) 

 

 
 

Charles E. Dampier, Northfield 
resident and student at University 
of Michigan, Ann Arbor.  Henry 
Mason Wheeler's medical school 

classmate.  (Courtesy of Martha 
Travis Myers, Houston, Texas, Dr. 
Charles E. Dampier's Grandniece) 

 
Following Miller and 

Chadwell's deaths, Wheeler took 
control of the two robbers' 
bodies early on, providing him 
with the opportunity to collect 
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the scalp and ear.  At this same 
time, officials and reporters 
misidentified these two men as 
"Pitts."  So Wheeler had no idea 
of their actual identities.  In the 
beginning, his objective was 
getting his hands on the 
cadavers, not their identities. 

Wheeler's intention was to 
ship the bodies to the University 
of Michigan Medical School at 
Ann Arbor so he and classmates 
could study the bodies in their 
anatomy class.  In spite of his 
swiftness in getting his hands on 
the bodies and shipping them out 
of Northfield, he was delayed in 
dispatching them to the 
university. 

The first leg of their journey 
was from Northfield to Castle 
Rock where a local farmer 
temporarily stored them.  Next, 
since classes did not begin until 
September 27 and the university 
was closed until that date for 
summer break, he had to conceal 
and preserve the bodies.  So the 
bodies were placed into barrels 
of brine and submerged in a 
creek before he covertly shipped 
them to the university.  When the 
bodies finally arrived in Ann 
Arbor, the barrels marked "Fresh 
Paint," not the usual "Pickles," 
like other medical school 
cadavers stored in brine, had to 
be stored five more days 
awaiting Wheeler's anatomy 
class scheduled to commence on 
October 2.15-19  The intervening 
time between the arrival of the 
bodies until they were needed for 
class provided another op-
portunity for the scalp and ear to 
be taken. 

While Wheeler was working 
out the logistics to ship the 
bodies to Michigan, newspapers 
were attempting to assist 

authorities in initially identifying 
Chadwell and Miller but they 
continued to make mistakes.  
Photographs of the dead men 
were taken, inaccurately labeled 
and circulated.  Newspaper 
bylines and authorities identified 
both William Chadwell as well 
as Clell Miller as Charlie Pitts.  
"Some newspaper reporter - not 
your correspondent - has con-
founded Chadwell, alias Stiles, 
and Clell Miller, and the names 
should have been transposed 
under the cuts as they appeared 
in this morning's issue."20 

Also, contributing factors to 
Miller and Chadwell's mis-
identifications were their phy-
sical descriptions.  They shared 
many of the same attributes so 
much so that "there was a 
similarity in their countenance 
that indicated they might be 
brothers."21  Therefore, wrong 
assumptions continued to be 
made during original attempts to 
identify them. 

 

 
 

Two robbers are misidentified in 
the September 14, 1876 Rice 
County Journal.  The robber 
labeled Bill Chadwell is Clell 
Miller.  The robber labeled 

Charley Pitts is Bill Chadwell.  
(Author’s Collection) 

 

The robbers' aliases also 
posed identification problems.  
Even though Chadwell was 
identified as "Pitts," he never 
used the alias Pitts, Miller did.  
Miller was known in Missouri 
and Kansas as Charley Pitts.22  In 
fact, a Missouri newspaper 
confirmed Miller's friends knew 
him by the alias, Charley Pitts.23-

25 
It is significant to note the 

third robber, Wells, whom 
authorities later identified as 
Charley Pitts was still being 
pursued by the posse at the time 
Wheeler shipped the two bodies 
to Michigan.  With Wells still on 
the run, Wheeler had no 
knowledge of the third robber's 
name.  As a result, Wheeler most 
likely was among those making 
false assumptions about Miller 
and Chadwell's identities.  
Wheeler was under the 
assumption Charles Pitts was one 
of the two men killed on the day 
of the raid and he had his body.  
Nevertheless, between the rob-
bers' aliases and their similar 
descriptions, both spawned 
erroneous identifications of the 
two men consistently being 
identified as "Pitts." 

Exactly two weeks 
following the Northfield raid on 
September 21, events introduced 
the third robber named "Pitts."  
Wells, together with Jim, Cole 
and Bob Younger were found 
and confronted by the posse near 
Madelia, Minnesota.  In a 
shootout between the posse and 
the robbers, Wells, known as 
Charley Pitts, was killed 
becoming the third possible, but 
most unlikely, source for the 
trophy.26-27 
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Samuel Wells aka Charley Pitts, 
was killed by the posse on 

September 21, 1876 near Madelia, 
Minnesota two weeks after the 

Northfield robbery.  (Courtesy of 
Joseph H. and Shirley Watkins 

Wells, Wickenburg, Arizona.  Mr. 
Wells is Samuel Wells' great 

grandnephew.  Mrs. Wells is a 
journalist, Wells family historian and 

genealogist.) 
 
At the onset, identification 

of all the gang members posed 
problems to the authorities.  
During other robberies, there 
was immediate speculation about 
the identity of the James-
Younger Gang.  This was not the 
case in the Northfield robbery.  
The only sources for identifying 
the gang, and those who escaped 
after the raid, were limited to 
citizens' recollections of the gang 
members' appearances and the 
photographs taken of the dead 
robbers. 

Following capture, the 
Younger's names soon became 
known because family members 
aided the authorities in id-
entifying them.  Furthermore, the 
Younger brothers refused to 
name any of the dead robbers.  

They did not disclose any names 
from the time they were captured 
until they were incarcerated at 
Stillwater.  Bob Younger told 
authorities, "If this cell door was 
opened now, and I taken out to 
be hung, I would not reveal their 
names... nor was any man from 
Minnesota in our band.  The 
name of Bill Stiles is simply a 
reporter's imagination."28  There-
fore, the dead robbers' identities 
continued to remain a mystery.  
It took authorities a while to sort 
out the identities of the three 
robbers:  Wells, also known as 
Charley Pitts; William Chadwell, 
also known as William Stiles; 
and Clell Miller, also known as 
Charley Pitts. 

When the Youngers' id-
entities became known, their 
associates, the James Brothers, 
were identified due to their 
connection with the Youngers.29  
Unlike the Youngers, the James 
Brothers never went to trial for 
the robbery, but the Youngers 
were indicted, plead guilty, and 
incarcerated in Stillwater 
Prison.30-31 

Prior to September 21, 
authorities had no official 
photographs of the gang for id-
entification purposes except the 
death photographs taken of 
Miller and Chadwell.32  So when 
the Youngers would not 
cooperate in identifying Wells, at 
first Minnesota authorities had 
nothing but Wells' physical 
description to help identify 
him.33  Although the Youngers' 
withheld information, photo-
graphs were also taken and 
circulated of Wells' corpse.  
Kansas and Missouri authorities 
confirmed from the photographs 
that this robber's name was 
Charley Pitts.34-35 

Yet, when Wells was 
identified as Charley Pitts, the 
authorities were more uncertain 
about who the three dead robbers 
really were.  Since Chadwell and 
Miller were confused with one 
another, all three dead robbers 
were at one time or another 
identified as "Pitts."36 

 

 
 

William "Bill" Chadwell was 
killed by A. R. Manning, a 

hardware merchant, on Division 
Street near the bank during the 

raid.  (Author's Collection) 
 
After much speculation and 

more than six weeks after the 
robbers were killed on 
September 7, one robber was 
identified by a citizen.  A woman 
from Crawford County, Kansas 
recognized Chadwell when she 
saw his misidentified image in 
the newspaper.  On October 15 
she wrote, "I look at his 
(Chadwell's) likeness in your 
paper which lies before me the 
exact resemblance of him as I 
last saw him... the man shown as 
Clell Miller can be established as 
Wm. Chadwell without a doubt 
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in the community where he has 
been so long known."37  William 
Chadwell, who moved to 
Kansas, was born in Greene 
County, Illinois near Carrollton.  
He was the son of William and 
Margaret Truitt Chadwell.38-43 

 

 
 

Clell Miller, was killed by medical 
student, Henry Mason Wheeler, 
close to the front of the bank on 

Division Street during the 
Northfield Raid.  (Courtesy of 

Jonna Miller Gwinn, Elizabethtown, 
Kentucky and Ruth Coder 

Fitzgerald, Fredericksburg, Virginia 
who are 1st cousins 3x removed to 
Clell Miller.  Mrs. Fitzgerald, now 
deceased, was a journalist, Miller 
family historian and genealogist.) 

 
Clell Miller was identified 

as formerly living with his 
parents, Moses and Emeline 
Miller "about three miles from 
Liberty, Clay County,"  Mis-
souri.44  His family was 
prosperous and pillars of the 
community.45-47 

The robber killed on 
September 21, initially identified 
as "Pitts," was identified as Sam 
Wells, son of a prominent 

Jackson County, Missouri 
family.  The Liberty Weekly 
Tribune, a Missouri newspaper, 
reported Wells' father was 
Washington Wells who lived 
near Lee's Summit, Missouri 
before the Civil War.48-50 

Before the discovery of 
Wells' correct identity, his body 
was displayed in the capitol and 
identified as Charley Pitts not 
Sam Wells.51  He continued to be 
identified as "Pitts" when Dr. 
John Henry Murphy, Minnesota 
Surgeon General, took pos-
session of his remains.  While 
Wells' body was making the 
rounds in St. Paul known as 
Pitts, Miller and Chadwell's 
bodies were secretly routed to 
Michigan. 

Although Wheeler clandes-
tinely shipped Miller and 
Chadwell's bodies to Ann Arbor, 
it did not go unnoticed by the 
Miller family.  When the family 
learned Miller's body was in 
Michigan, in late October, they 
sent Edward, Miller's brother, 
and Samuel Hardwicke, a former 
Liberty, Missouri resident and 
lawyer, to retrieve Miller's 
body.52  Wheeler complied with 
their request and surrendered one 
of the bodies to Edward and the 
lawyer, possibly not knowing 
one body from the other.  Hence, 
Wheeler could have learned at 
this time, the name of one of the 
corpses was actually Miller not 
"Pitts." 

The body Wheeler released 
to them was packed in a barrel 
almost certainly filled with brine 
solution.  Then, it was shipped 
by train to Missouri for burial.  
When the body arrived, the 
family, especially Miller's 
mother, was distraught when she 
saw the side of the corpse's head 

and she cried, what had they 
done to her beautiful Clelly?  
The family presumed that the 
motion of the train caused the 
body to rub against the inside of 
the barrel damaging one side of 
the corpse's head.53 

Without a specific des-
cription of the damage to the side 
of the corpse's head, the source 
of the injury Mrs. Miller saw is 
unknown.  Perhaps it was 
sustained at the hands of medical 
students collecting a trophy 
rather than from friction during 
an unstable train ride.  Provided 
the corpse belonged to Miller 
and was the origin of the trophy, 
it's possible that the removal of 
the scalp and ear appeared as 
damage caused during shipment.  
Neither Miller nor Hardwick 
publicly released an account of 
the condition of the body so it is 
unknown if the corpse was 
damaged before or after 
shipment. 

Heretofore, the body had 
undergone so much abuse as a 
result of its treatment along its 
journey, not to mention de-
composition was taking its toll 
on the body.  In view of these 
unpleasant facts and that sixty 
days or more had lapsed 
following Miller's death, the 
family made no further inquiries 
about the damaged corpse.  
According to the Miller family, 
they buried the remains beside 
Francis, Clell's brother, who died 
in 1874, in Muddy Fork 
Cemetery near Kearney, Mis-
souri. 

While Miller's remains were 
believed to be put to rest a 
second time, some sources 
maintain Wheeler kept Miller's 
remains as an anatomical spec-
imen and released Chadwell's 
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body to the Miller family.54  If 
Wheeler returned Miller's re-
mains and kept Chadwell's, the 
remains of the robber he kept, 
Chadwell, were assembled into 
an articulated anatomical med-
ical model which allegedly 
burned during a fire in Grand 
Forks, North Dakota.55  Wells' 
remains, according to Murphy 
and Hoyt, were given to an 
undisclosed medical student in 
Chicago also to ultimately be 
articulated into an anatomical 
medical model.  Yet, there is no 
trace of Well’s skeleton.56 

Although the exact 
whereabouts of the remains of 
the three robbers cannot be 
confirmed, one's demise is 
believed to have resulted in the 
human trophy being collected 
and identified with the name 
"Chas Pitt."  If the trophy did 
originate from one of the three 
Northfield robbers, the mum-
mified scalp and ear survived 
more than a century to return to 
the scene of the Northfield 
robbery three years after the 
Northfield Historical Society 
Museum was founded. 

In 1975 the Northfield 
Historical Society purchased and 
restored the original bank 
building where the First National 
Bank of Northfield was located.  
The Society's goal was to 
establish a museum at the site of 
the 1876 Northfield Raid.  They 
searched for original Northfield 
Raid pieces to include in the 
museum's collection, but by the 
time the renovation was 
completed numerous original 
bank items and souvenirs from 
the James-Younger Gang were in 
private collections.57-59 

In May 1978, Louis and 
Alice Schilling donated ten 

unique James-Younger Gang 
items to the Northfield Historical 
Society from the Schilling 
Hobby House collection, a 
private Northfield museum.  
Louis Schilling's father, William 
F. "Bill" Schilling founded the 
Hobby House Museum in 1947. 

 

 
 

William F. Schilling - holding a 
rifle - and some of his patrons 

outside the Hobby House 
Museum.  (Courtesy of Hayes 

Scriven, Executive Director, 
Northfield Historical Society) 

 

 
 

Alice and Louis Schilling, W. F. 
Schilling's daughter-in-law and 

son, second proprietors of 
Schilling's Hobby House 

Museum.  (Author’s Collection) 
 
Schilling, born in 

Hutchinson, Minnesota on 
November 11, 1872, began 
collecting items as a hobby when 
he was a young boy.  As an 
adult, he continued his hobby 
with the enthusiasm of a serious 

collector.  He first collected 
edged weapons and expanded his 
collection to include small arms.  
Eventually, Schilling became 
fascinated with anything unusual 
and expanded his collection to 
include an assortment of works 
of art, bells, collectibles and 
most importantly, historical 
artifacts connected to the 1876 
Northfield Raid. 

While Schilling always had 
a fascination for collecting, his 
primary profession was the 
newspaper business.  He began 
as an apprentice, then became a 
printer.  In 1895 when he 
relocated to Northfield, he 
became foreman of the 
Northfield News, editor and 
finally owner.  Not only was he a 
newspaper man and collector, 
Schilling was a farmer, 
dairyman, author, traveler, and 
politician.  In 1910 he made an 
unsuccessful bid for the 
Minnesota State Senate.  Then in 
1920, he filed as a Republican 
candidate for Governor but 
withdrew his candidacy a few 
weeks after filing.60-61 

 

 
 

William F. Schilling, founder of 
the Hobby House Museum.  
(Courtesy of Hayes Scriven, 

Executive Director, Northfield 
Historical Society, Northfield, 

Minnesota) 
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Even though Schilling was 

unsuccessful in winning an 
elected office, he remained 
active in politics.  President 
Herbert Hoover appointed him as 
United States representative to 
the International Dairy Congress 
in London in 1929.  During his 
appointment, he traveled 
throughout Europe where he 
searched for and accumulated 
more novel pieces for his 
collection.62-63 

Occasionally, friends and 
acquaintances donated intersting 
items to his ever-increasing 
collection.  In fact, he acquired 
so many artifacts, he enlarged his 
museum and built on an addition 
in 1957.  Unfortunately, he died 
in Northfield on February 11, 
1960, less than three years after 
he built the addition. 

Upon Schilling's death, his 
son, Louis P. “Louie” Schilling, 
and daughter-in-law, Alice Graff 
Schilling, continued to manage 
the museum.64  The Hobby 
House collection remained intact 
for thirty-one years until Louis 
and Alice donated the ten pieces 
to the Historical Society in 1978. 

Each piece they donated was 
directly connected to the 1876 
robbery of the First National 
Bank of Northfield and the 
James-Younger Gang.  Nine of 
the items listed on the Historical 
Society accession sheet were 
ordinary gang-related items.65  
They included a letter written by 
Cole Younger, some wooden 
boxes made by Younger while in 
prison and items from the First 
National Bank of Northfield.  In 
complete contrast, the last 
artifact itemized on the accession 
sheet was an out-of-the-ordinary 

and morbid piece, a mummified 
human scalp and ear trophy.66   

The human trophy was 
mounted to a one quarter inch 
thick, six by eight inch piece of 
plywood with metal tacks.  In 
contrast to the note written on 
the trophy and two typed notes 
included with it, the accession 
sheet described it as the “ear of 
Clell Miller.”67 

 

 
 

Mummified scalp and ear trophy 
mounted to plywood board with 
note attached.  Also, handwritten 

text visible across top of scalp 
tissue. (Photo by Authors) 
 
Despite the fact that Louis 

and Alice donated ten select 
items to the Historical Society, 
more Northfield Raid items and 
other collectibles remained in the 
Schilling collection.  The ten 
items they donated were barely 
missed from the Hobby House 
Museum's inventory since the 
showcases were filled with 
thousands of items Schilling 
spent a lifetime collecting. 

After keeping the Hobby 
House Museum doors open for 
twenty-one years after his 
father's death, Louis and Alice 

decided to retire and closed the 
museum in 1981.68  In five short 
days, Shilling's collection was 
sold at a public auction.  The 
auction emptied the Schilling 
showcases which included an 
assortment of Northfield Raid 
artifacts, many of which went to 
the Historical Society's col-
lection.69-70 

 Although every James-
Younger Gang piece from 
Schilling's collection was sig-
nificant, the mummified scalp 
and ear trophy remained the 
most mysterious and raised a 
number of questions.  Initially, 
when the Historical Society 
received the mummified scalp 
and ear trophy, volunteers and 
patrons were curious about its 
origin and authenticity.  They 
wondered if it actually belonged 
to one of the James-Younger 
Gang members.  If it did, which 
one?  Some were curious to 
know if it had any historical 
significance.  The piece also 
evoked questions about customs 
and practices that produced such 
an oddity. 

As for the custom of taking 
human trophies, scalping was 
practiced by some cultures in 
North America during the 19th 
century.  In the Native American 
culture, scalps were collected as 
part of the custom of warfare 
while some early settlers simply 
collected scalps as trophies.  A 
few states actually issued 
bounties to settlers in exchange 
for scalps.71 

When a scalp was taken, 
usually the scalp was stretched 
and dried.  Historically, the 
practice of taking a scalp in 
America involved cutting a 
circular section of skin on the 
crown of the head and then 
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removing the scalp with the hair 
intact.  To cure the tissue, smoke 
was one method used to preserve 
the scalp.72  In this case, some 
chemical elements found on the 
scalp and ear suggest it was 
preserved using several different 
compounds or chemicals not 
smoke.73  

Oddly, the alleged gang 
member's scalp was not taken 
from the crown of the head.  It 
was taken from the right side of 
the head and included the ear.  
Scalps collected by Native 
Americans and settlers typically 
did not include any anatomical 
features like the ear.  Therefore, 
the scalp and ear trophy most 
likely was not collected by 
Native Americans or early 
settlers. 

 

 
 

Diagram of ear and scalp 
removed from this section of the 

head.  (Diagram Courtesy of 
Authors) 

 
While the human scalp and 

ear trophy seems unusual, it was 
not uncommon for body parts to 
be collected in some cases 

involving notorious individuals 
in the 19th century.  Even A.E. 
Bunker, the banker Wells 
wounded on the day of the 
Northfield robbery, was 
unashamedly offered a trophy 
from Wells' body.  While Bunker 
viewed Wells' remains in St. 
Paul to identify him as the man 
who shot him, Dr. Murphy asked 
Bunker if he would like the 
“finger that pulled the trigger as 
a keepsake.”  He offered to “cut 
it off and fix it up" for Bunker.  
Bunker declined Murphy's 
offer.74 

 

 
 

Dr. John Henry Murphy, 
Minnesota State Surgeon 

General. He took possession of 
Samuel Wells' remains in 

September 1876 and again in 
1878.  (Author’s Collection) 
 
Another human trophy 

allegedly belonging to Wells was 
sighted in Dodge City, Kansas in 
the 1970s.  When Judy Thomas 
Gesaman, great, great grand-
daughter of Samuel Wells, was a 
young girl, her family made an 
unscheduled visit at Boot Hill 
Museum never anticipating the 
site they would see inside the 
museum. 

Gesaman and her mother, 
Joan Jones Thomas, recalled 
seeing a display that included 
Wells' photograph and a dried 
ear allegedly belonging to 
Charley Pitts, the James-
Younger Gang member.  As a 
young child, the ear was 
unforgettable; however, the 
photograph was especially mem-
orable because of its striking 
resemblance to a photograph the 
family had of her great, great 
grandfather, Samuel Wells.  Judy 
knew the story that her great, 
great grandfather rode with the 
James-Younger Gang.  As a 
matter of fact, Cole Younger 
personally delivered his book, 
Story of Cole Younger by 
Himself, to her great, great 
grandmother, Jennie Fisher 
Wells, after he was released from 
prison.  Although she knew the 
story, Gesaman and her mother 
never expected to see the display 
they encountered that day.75-76 

In 2008, Boot Hill Museum 
officials were unable to recall 
ever having a dried ear in the 
museum's collection.  An official 
suggested that if the museum had 
something like that, a former 
curator could have discarded it.77  
In view of the fact that human 
trophies existed, Schilling, with 
his broad circle of friends and 
hobby of collecting, possibly 
learned about some cadaveric 
oddities like the one Judy and 
her mother saw in Dodge City. 

In answer to the question of 
the origin of the human scalp and 
ear trophy, Schilling explained 
how he obtained the scalp and 
ear in his autobiographical book, 
My First Eighty Years.  Schilling 
said, "I have part of the scalp and 
one ear of this man Pitts that was 
taken off the carcass as it went to 
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Ann Arbor, Michigan, to the 
medical school.  The young 
medics, Dr. Wheeler and Dr. 
Chas. V. Porter, tanned this scalp 
and it was kept as a souvenir of 
the occasion until 1900 when 
Chas. V. Porter, postmaster of 
Menomonie, Wis., sent it to me 
by his daughter who was 
attending St. Olaf College in this 
city [Northfield].”78-80 

 Schilling provided more 
descriptive detail in a typewritten 
note he affixed to the scalp and 
ear mounted to a wooden board.  
It contains the following text, 
“This cutting from the head of 
Chas Pitts was made by Dr. 
Wheeler of Northfield and Dr. 
Charles V. Porter, Menominee, 
Wis, who were fellow students at 
the University medical school, 
Ann Arbor, Mich. where the 
body of Pitts was sent for 
disection[sic]. Robert Car-
michael of Dakota County 
packed the corpse in a barrel for 
shipment.  This “souvenir” was 
kept by Charles V. Porter, 
postmaster of Menominee in 
1900 and sent to me by his 
daughter who was a student at 
St. Olaf.”81-82 

 There is more writing on 
the scalp which reads as follows:  
“The ear of Chas Pitt[s] one of 
the Younger gang of robbers, 
shot at Northfield, Min.  A.D. 
1876. Dissected at Univ of Mich.  
1876-7."83 

 Some suggest the text in 
these notes refers to Samuel 
Wells aka Charley Pitts.  How-
ever, this writing and the other 
typewritten notes suggest the 
scalp and ear belong to either 
Miller or Chadwell.  Namely, the 
notes reference the body being 
shot in Northfield, dissected at 
the University of Michigan and 

shipped to Ann Arbor.  These 
details are relevant to Miller and 
Chadwell's remains, not Wells'.  
Wells who was killed near 
Madelia was never shipped to 
the University of Michigan in 
Ann Arbor.  On the other hand, 
Minnesota authorities trans-
ported Wells from Madelia to St. 
Paul. 

 
 

 
 

Robert Carmichael, as a young 
farmer living at Castle Rock, 

Minnesota in 1876, temporarily 
stored Miller and Chadwell's 

bodies for Henry Mason Wheeler.  
(Photo from the 1917 Minnesota 

Legislative Manual) 
 
According to Schilling, 

Wheeler arranged for Robert 
Carmichael, a young farmer who 
lived in the Castle Rock 
community, to ship Miller and 
Chadwell's bodies to the medical 
school in Ann Arbor where 
Wheeler was enrolled.  
Carmichael's farm was located 
approximately eight miles north 
of Northfield and to prepare the 
bodies for shipment, Carmichael 
stored the bodies in a large vat 
lined with lead which was used 
for salt curing pork.84-85 

In a Northfield News article, 
Dr. Wheeler's sister-in-law, 
Carolyn Murray, divulged 
formerly undisclosed details of 
where Wheeler kept the bodies 
after Carmichael stored them for 
him.  Since he couldn't send 
them right away to the university 
because it was closed for 
summer vacation, he stored them 
in barrels of brine in the cold 
September waters of Chub 
Creek, north of Northfield until 
the university reopened.  When 
the university opened, he 
shipped the bodies to the 
university where he used them 
for laboratory purposes.86-88 

The bodies would have 
remained in a solution to 
preserve and keep them hydrated 
during storage and shipment.  
Therefore, the scalp tissue 
remained supple which would 
have made it difficult to write on 
when the trophy was first 
collected.  Consequently, the 
writing on the scalp tissue 
occurred after it dried.  
Dehydration would have taken 
weeks if not months before the 
skin's surface became a suitable 
writing surface.  So when the 
note on the trophy was written, a 
considerable length of time must 
have passed and may no longer 
have been in Wheeler's 
possession. 

Once again, since the name 
"Chas Pitt[s]" is written on the 
scalp tissue, a number of people 
believe the scalp and ear 
belonged to Wells whose alias 
was Charley Pitts.  Because the 
name "Pitts," is typed on the 
typewritten notes too, some 
continue to believe the scalp and 
ear belong to Wells.  Despite 
"Chas Pitt[s]" being written on 
the scalp tissue and the 

 50 



WWHA Journal – December 2013 
typewritten notes, it is significant 
to note the accession sheet 
identifies the item as belonging 
to Miller not Wells.89 

The journey Wells' remains 
traveled significantly compli-
cates the supposition that the 
scalp and ear were taken from 
him.  When Wells was killed on 
September 21, his body was 
transported to Madelia where it 
was locked in the Madelia jail.  
His remains stayed in Madelia 
until September 23 when 
Governor J. S. Pillsbury's Clerk, 
Coleman Macy, and Ramsey 
County Sheriff, John C. Becht, 
transported it to St. Paul where it 
was released to authorities.90-94   

On September 24, Wells' 
body was prepared for the first of 
a two-day public display in the 
state capitol.95-96  Then on 
September 25 and 26, curiosity 
seekers, including school chil-
dren, paraded by the body to 
catch a glimpse of the grotesque 
display.97-99 

Some might speculate 
before Wells' body was shipped 
to the capital, Wheeler removed 
the trophy.  If so, when his body 
was displayed in St. Paul, no 
mention was made by witnesses 
or newspapers that the right side 
of Wells' head was disfigured.  
Newspapers were filled with 
publicity about the robber; but 
there was no mention in any 
newspapers about Wells' ear or a 
portion of his scalp missing.  
Surely if his ear and a significant 
portion of his scalp were absent 
from the side of his head, it 
would have garnered the 
attention of spectators and 
especially reporters. 

At the same time Wheeler 
was in Michigan readying 
himself for the fall academic 

term scheduled to start the day 
after Wells' body was taken off 
display in the capitol.  Therefore, 
it is unlikely he collected the 
trophy from Wells' body which 
was in St. Paul nearly seven 
hundred miles from Ann Arbor.  
Given the sequence of events, it 
is also unlikely Wheeler ever 
gained access to Wells' remains 
while his body was in Murphy's 
possession.  Murphy nor auth-
orities left any records indicating 
Wheeler ever had access to 
Wells' body in Madelia or St. 
Paul. 

After being displayed in late 
September 1876, Wells' remains 
were released to Dr. Murphy, in 
St. Paul, Minnesota since no one 
came forward to claim his body.  
Murphy kept the body in a back 
office and occasionally showed 
the corpse to visitors upon 
request.  In March 1877, he gave 
it to his nephew, Henry Franklin 
Hoyt, a medical student at Rush 
College in Chicago.100-102 

Hoyt temporarily abandoned 
his medical studies in May 1877 
for a gold rush adventure in 
Deadwood, South Dakota.  Be-
fore he left for Deadwood, he 
placed Wells' remains in a large 
box anchored with heavy stones 
and submerged it in Lake Como 
near downtown St. Paul. 

Placing the remains in the 
watery tomb was twofold.  It 
would hide the bones plus 
facilitate the maceration process 
of removing the flesh from the 
bones so he could prepare the 
skeleton into an anatomical 
model.  He did not anticipate 
anyone finding them before he 
returned.  He was mistaken. 

On December 12, 1878, an 
unlikely person, August Robert-
son, one of Hoyt's St. Paul 

neighbors, discovered the re-
mains and turned them over to 
the police.  Dr. Charles A. Stein, 
Coroner, immediately arranged 
an inquest.103-104  Murphy inter-
vened, took possession of Wells' 
body for a second time and 
eventually presented it to an 
unidentified doctor in Chi-
cago.105-107  Hoyt confirmed the 
disposition of Wells' remains in 
his 1929 autobiography, "a 
young physician in Chicago, 
who, if still living, doubtless has 
a fine skeleton on display in his 
office,” articulated from Wells' 
skeleton.108  Hoyt made no men-
tion of Wheeler having access to 
Wells' remains. 

Subsequent to the death of 
the three robbers, Wells' body 
remained either with Murphy or 
Hoyt in St. Paul until Murphy 
gave it to the doctor in Chicago.  
During this time, Wheeler had 
possession of Miller and 
Chadwell's bodies and was at the 
university in Michigan.  In 1876, 
considering the logistics and 
distance that separated Wheeler 
and Hoyt, it is doubtful the two 
medical students surrendered or 
exchanged any body parts from 
their respective specimens. 

Moreover, no known reports 
indicate Wheeler collected a 
trophy from the robber's remains 
while in Hoyt or Murphy's 
possession between 1876 and 
1878.  There is also no evidence 
Wells' body was ever shipped to 
Wheeler at the University of 
Michigan Medical School. 

Additionally, in 
consideration of the confusion 
among Chadwell, Miller, and 
Wells' identities and Schilling's 
notes, its understandable how 
some concluded Wells could be 
the origin of the trophy.  Since 
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Wells and Miller were identified 
as "Pitts" for an extended time 
after they were killed and both 
over the course of time 
continued to be referred to as 
"Pitts," the name easily became 
associated with both Wells and 
Miller.  Therefore, when 
considering only the name "Chas 
Pitt[s]," which Schilling re-
ferenced, it's reasonable that 
some believe that name identifies 
the robber killed near Madelia 
instead of Miller.109 

The name "Pitts" is not the 
only puzzling aspect of 
Schilling's notes though.  His 
description and additional details 
pertaining to the scalp and ear 
are first vague and convoluted.  
For example, Schilling’s 
identification of Dr. Porter and 
Postmaster Porter could be 
interpreted to mean the two 
names refer to the same 
person.110  He describes Wheeler 
and Porter as medics and 
medical students with limited 
identifying information.  Whe-
eler's fame associated with the 
Northfield Raid was well known 
in Northfield.  On the other hand, 
who was Porter, other than a 
classmate of Wheeler's?111 

Its conceivable Schilling 
knew Porter before Porter's 
granddaughter, delivered the 
scalp and ear to him.  Schilling 
and Porter were renowned 
dairymen in their home states of 
Minnesota and Wisconsin, 
respectively.112-114 

Some of Schilling's recorded 
information is ambiguous and 
unrelated, for example, the year 
“1900” and the “Porter” in-
formation, while some in-
formation is relevant to the facts 
surrounding the trophy. 

 
 

Dr. Charles Virgin Porter, Sr. 
from Viroqua, Wisconsin, a 
classmate of Henry Mason 

Wheeler at the University of 
Michigan, Ann Arbor.  (Courtesy 
of Kristen Parrott, Curator, Vernon 

County Museum, Viroqua, 
Wisconsin) 

 
Dr. Henry M. Wheeler and 

Dr. Charles Virgin Porter, Sr. 
were, in fact, students at 
Michigan University Medical 
School.  Charles V. Porter, Sr. 
was in his last year at the 
University of Michigan Medical 
School when Henry M. Wheeler 
entered as a freshman.115-117  
Although Dr. Porter was never a 
postmaster, his son, Charles V. 
"Charlie" Porter, Jr., was the 
postmaster of Menominee, 
Wisconsin from 1936 until 
1957.118-119  Additionally, Post-
master Porter, had a daughter, 
Mary Elizabeth Porter, who 
matriculated and was listed as an 
alumni in 1938 at St. Olaf 
College in Northfield, 
Minnesota.120-121 

Whether Schilling inten-
tionally or mistakenly recorded 
information about “Porter” and 
“1900” as the year he procured 
the scalp and ear, the facts 
contradict Schilling's docu-

mentation.  To be exact, Charlie 
Porter's daughter, Mary 
Elizabeth Porter, born in 1921, 
could not have delivered the ear 
in 1900.  She was not a student 
at St. Olaf until 1942.  Also, 
even though Schilling referenced 
Charlie as Postmaster Porter in 
1900, he did not become a 
postmaster until 1936.122-124  
Schilling's reference to the year 
1900 is simply conjectural 
information not supported by any 
evidence. 

Mary Elizabeth Porter, Dr. 
Porter's granddaughter, told her 
family about delivering the 
trophy to Schilling from her 
father, the postmaster of 
Menominee.  Mary not only told 
her family about taking the 
trophy to Northfield, she also 
knew how her grandfather, Dr. 
Charles Virgin Porter, acquired 
the ear. 

Mary was ten years old 
when her grandfather died, but 
she heard him tell the tale of the 
ear many times.  In 1876 when 
word got around the University 
of Michigan that the bodies of 
two dead Northfield robbers 
were in the anatomy lab, Dr. 
Porter and another student broke 
into the lab and took the ear from 
one of the cadavers as a 
prank.125-127 

According to Mary, Dr. 
Porter kept the artifact he and his 
classmate took from one of the 
Northfield robbers and referred 
to his trophy as the "Jesse James 
Ear."  When he had guests at his 
home in Viroqua, Wisconsin, 
some of them wanted to see the 
ear.  So, he would open the 
bottom drawer of his desk and 
pull out the dark-colored ear and 
show it to them.  His wife, 
Elizabeth, detested the ear and 
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was repulsed when he took it 
out.  Even though his wife 
wanted him to dispose of the 
dreadful ear, Porter kept it until 
his death fifty-five years after it 
was taken from one of Jesse 
James' gang members.128-130 

 

 
 

Mary Elizabeth Porter, enrolled 
at St. Olaf during the fall 

semester 1938 and delivered the 
human scalp and ear trophy to 

William F. Schilling.  (Courtesy of 
Ernest C. Porter, Alberta, Canada, 

Mary Porter Freeman's Son) 
 
When Dr. Porter died on 

November 31, 1931, his son, 
Charlie, inherited the scalp and 
ear.  Charlie, unlike his father, 
had no attachment to the "Jesse 
James" ear.  Consequently, while 
his daughter, Mary, was 
attending college in Northfield, 
she took the "Jesse James Ear" to 
Schilling for him.131-133  
Schilling added the mummified 
trophy to his Hobby House 
collection where it remained 
until 1978. 

In 1978, when the scalp and 
ear artifact was donated to the 
Historical Society, it was 

investigated further.  At that 
time, volunteers managed the 
Historical Society Museum.  
Among the volunteers was 
Virginia "Ginny" Mondale.  Mrs. 
Mondale was hired as the 
historical society's first paid 
director in 1979 and she 
researched the scalp and ear 
alleged to belong to Samuel 
Wells aka Charley Pitts.  She 
affectionately called it the 
"fabulous ear."  In spite of her 
extensive efforts to identify the 
trophy, she was unable to 
conclusively identify the artifact 
or determine the circumstances 
surrounding how and when it 
was collected from one of the 
dead robbers.134  Efforts to 
identify the human trophy took a 
hiatus until 2008. 

 

 
 

Virginia “Ginny” Mondale. The 
first paid director of the 

Northfield Historical Society, 
Northfield, Minnesota.  (Courtesy 

of Ginny Mondale, Washington D.C.) 
 
Finally, using modern 

forensic identification tech-
nology to identify the scalp and 
ear trophy, a sample of the 
mummified tissue was collected 

for analysis.  In 2008 the 
Netherlands Forensic Institute 
(NFI) in Den Haag examined the 
sample for DNA analysis.  The 
laboratory was unable to amplify 
any DNA from the sample but 
twenty chemical elements were 
identified on the scalp.  The 
tissue sample was also examined 
using light microscophy.135-138 

Even though the initial 
analysis for DNA markers were 
negative, the lab results provided 
important evidence about the 
scalp and ear's treatment.  The 
results confirmed the scalp and 
ear trophy was preserved using 
chemical elements rather than 
being dehydrated naturally.  
Some of the chemical elements 
present on the scalp and ear 
trophy may be contaminates; 
whereas, ten of the identified 
elements are consistent with 
preservatives used by 19th 
century taxidermists and medical 
schools.  Exposure to en-
vironmental factors, namely 
Carmichael's lead vat and the 
solution the body was stored in, 
may explain some of the 
contaminants such as lead, 
sodium and chlorine found on 
the trophy. 

Arsenic was one of the ten 
elements found on the surface of 
the trophy, and arsenic was one 
of the primary chemical elements 
that many taxidermists and 
medical schools used at the time 
for preserving biological 
specimens.  While Wheeler was 
a medical student, the majority 
of medical schools in the United 
States used arsenic as a 
preservative.  In addition to 
arsenic, they used solutions 
containing zinc and chloral 
hydrate to preserve anatomical 
material.  The University of 
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Michigan used a saturated 
solution of sodium arsenate 
and immersed the remains in a 
brine pickling solution until 
specimens were needed for 
dissection.139  Nevertheless, 
some elements detected on the 
scalp and ear tissue possibly 
originate from contact with 
materials in the environment it 
has come into contact with since 
it was preserved. 

Additional samples of the 
mummified scalp and ear were 
collected in 2009 and 2012 for 
repeated attempts to amplify 
DNA.  Fairfax Identity Labor-
atories in Richmond Virginia 
analyzed the DNA samples.  
They also analyzed the DNA 
from living relatives of the three 
robbers for comparisons.140-141 

The small sample taken 
from the mummified tissue 
yielded limited DNA results and 
could not be used to identify the 
scalp and ear.  All the same, an 
important discovery was made 
from the presence of one marker.  
That marker confirmed the 
unidentified scalp and ear came 
from a human male. 

This investigation revealed 
interesting information about the 
historical background of the 
scalp and ear trophy, however, 
solving the mystery of its origin 
cannot be definitively de-
termined.  Locating one marker 
was a significant discovery when 
it identified the gender of the 
person the scalp and ear trophy 
was taken from.  Perhaps future 
developments in technology will 
provide additional and more 
conclusive information in id-
entifying the mysterious mum-
mified human ear in the 
Northfield Historical Society's 
Collection.  Whether it or-

iginated from one of the 
Northfield robbers or not 
remains a mystery. 
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