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The Dandridge family of five lived on a small 160-acre farm in Stanhope, Missouri. Carl and his wife Roberta were raising three girls. Pearl was the oldest daughter; she would soon turn eighteen. The other two girls, Opal and Ruby were fraternal twins, they were fifteen years old. The three girls shared one bedroom in the small two-bedroom farmhouse.

One day in early spring 1876 the three girls were inside the house when they heard the sound of commotion as four men on horseback rode onto their property. The men were demanding money from their father who was outside tending to their vegetable garden alongside the house. The three girls listened in utter horror as two of the men grabbed their mother as she ran to her husband’s side in a futile attempt to help him fight off the intruders. She had been outside hanging the family’s laundry on a clothesline when she saw the men come storming onto their property.

The girls could hear the horrifying sounds outside, of their father and mother being savagely beaten as they tried desperately to protect one another. The three frightened girls scrambled up into a crawl space over the ceiling to hide. Their father had always told them to go there in the event of trouble. Pearl watched the trauma unfold looking through a narrow crack in an outside wall of the farmhouse. She listened and thought she heard one of the marauders call out to the other, calling him, “Putnam.”

The girls hovered quietly together praying their hiding place would not be discovered. They could hear the men ransacking the rooms below them. After what seemed like an eternity to the young women. the four men finally mounted up and rode off. The girls remained hidden for a short time after that, until they sensed a strong smell of smoke. They quickly scrambled down out of their hiding place only to find that the men had set the house ablaze when they left.

They found their ma and pa’s badly beaten lifeless bodies lying near the garden, but there was nothing they could do for them now. They braved the flames and heat to go back into the house momentarily and gather a few articles of clothing and personal items which they hurriedly shoved into a knapsack and then fled the burning structure to safety.

The three girls ran up the road which was not much more than a rutted dirt cow path toward their nearest neighbor the Clancey’s, who lived about a mile distant. They hoped that once they got there the same fate had not befallen their neighbors. But where else could they possibly go? Looking behind them they could see the smoke from their house rising high in the late afternoon sky. The terrified girls continued to run as fast as their legs would carry them.

The Clancey’s, Ed and Ruth, had four children of their own, three boys and a girl. The girl, Mona, was the oldest, nine years old. The boys, Ben was five and Joey seven and Jeb was two. The family was doing their very best to eke out a modest living farming in these hard times. Their children spied the three girls coming up the road and ran to greet them. Ruth Clancey had seen the girls as they entered their yard as well. 

“My goodness children, where on earth are ya all going in such a rush?” she asked, as they all gathered together on the Clancey’s front porch. She could see they were carrying nothing but a single knapsack.

Pearl, the oldest, nearly winded from running spoke out first, “Mrs. Clancey some bad men came onto our property unannounced and attacked our parents. They killed our parents,” Pearl wailed.

“My word, all of you come inside and tell me and Pa all about it,” Ruth Clancey clamored. Once they were all inside, she called out to her husband. He was out working in the barn. He ran to the house to see what all the commotion was about. As they all gathered in the kitchen, Pearl told them what had happened. 

“Yeah, and those men set our house ablaze too,” Opal cried out, her voice cracking amidst heavy sobs.

Ed Clancey had heard enough, he grabbed his rifle from the rack over the fireplace in the front room. He hurried and went back to the barn and hitched up the buckboard. With that done, he drove the wagon back around to the front porch. “Ruth,” he yelled out. “I’m going to take a ride over there you stay and console the children, I’ll be back shortly.” With that said, he climbed onto the wagon and swiftly drove off.

When he arrived at the Dandridge property, he could see the smoldering ruins of what had once been their modest home. It didn’t take him long to discover the bodies of Carl and Roberta Dandridge out by the garden. He could see they had both succumbed to their wounds after they had been savagely beaten. The family’s small barn stood just a short distance from the house and looked as though it had seemingly gone untouched.

The Dandridge’s two horses had also been stolen by the intruders. Ed found a couple horse blankets in the barn, he used them to wrap up the two bodies. He loaded the bodies onto the wagon. After a quick survey of what remained of the house, he could see there wasn’t much if anything more that could be salvaged in the charred ruins.

He drove the wagon back to the farm and parked it in the barn away from the curious eyes of the children. When he got back in the house, Ruth had the children assembled around the kitchen table feeding them soup and fresh baked corn-bread she had made for the family supper.

He told the Dandridge children and his own brood to stay clear of the barn. He didn’t want them going out there. After that he met quietly with Ruth out on the porch and told her what he’d seen at the Dandridge farm and what he’d done with the two bodies. He said, “first thing tomorrow I’ll take them into Stanhope.” The town was close by only about three miles from their farm. “I’ll report what I know to Sheriff Burke and I’ll leave the bodies with Doc Ramsey to see to it they have a proper burial.”

The rest of the day without question was quite a somber event. Later that evening, Ruth bedded the three girls down for the night after making pallets on the living room floor using spare quilts for makeshift beds, that was about all she could do for them. Not surprising, no one in the household slept very soundly that night.

Early the next morning, Ed was the first one up. He put on a pot of coffee, then woke his wife, that is if she had even been asleep? He thought she might be feigning sleep just for his benefit. After a quick bite of breakfast, he again hitched up the buckboard. After kissing his wife and telling all the children goodbye he headed for town.

He arrived in Stanhope just as the sun was rising over the rooftops. It was going to be another hot July day. Storm clouds hovered low on the horizon threatening the chance of rain. Lord knows we could use the rain, he thought. He stopped at the sheriff’s office first. The sheriff was happy to see Ed, that is until he explained sadly why he had come to town. Then he and the sheriff paid a visit to Doc Ramsey, to present him with the two bodies. Ed explained to them what had transpired the day before, out at the Dandridge farm. Doc said he’d see to it that Carl and Roberta Dandridge had a proper burial in the Stanhope cemetery.

“So, what will become of the three children now?” Ed asked Doc and the sheriff, in a somber tone of voice. “I wish Ruthie and I could take the children in and provide for them in their time of need, but it’s about all we can do just now to put food on the table for our four young’uns,” Ed drawled. 

“I know Ed, times are tough on everyone about now. If they can stay at your place for just a day or two more, Doc and me will try to make some arrangements for them,” the sheriff replied.

Ed got up to leave when he noticed Doc shuffling through some papers on his desk. Finally, Doc looked over at Ed. “There’s an orphanage not far from here in Springfield, they may be able to take the children in or at least shed some light on just how the children can be provided for,” Doc Ramsey said. 

“That might be a big help,” Sheriff Burke added. 

“I’ll get in touch with them right away,” the doctor clamored.

The sheriff and Ed went back to the sheriff’s office. Tom wrote down the descriptions of the four assailants that Ed was able to give him based on what Pearl had told him. “The descriptions of those varmints could fit half the men here in Stanhope,” he said. He didn’t have any idea who the men were, given the way Ed had described them. “I don’t think they’re local fellas,” he said. 

“I’m going to head for home now and I’ll tell Ruthie you and Doc are trying to work out some living arrangements for the three girls.” 

“I’ll come out to your place, soon as I can get some more confirmation from Doc on what we’re to do?” the sheriff replied.

Ed shook Sheriff Burkes hand. Both men had sad and somber looks on their faces. Then he climbed aboard the buckboard and headed off. He got back to the farm late in the afternoon. He couldn’t believe how quiet it was, there were no children playing noisily in the yard as usual. They were all sitting quietly on the porch talking in hushed tones as he came around the house after putting his two horses in a small corral. He found Pearl in the house with Ruth they were baking bread and preparing something to feed the three extra mouths for supper that evening. Ed just gave his wife a disconcerting look as he entered the house. She gave him a smile as did Pearl.

After supper that evening, Ed and Ruth talked about his brief visit with the doc and Sheriff Burke keeping the conversation light with no mention in front of the children about moving them to an orphanage. After supper Ed read to all from the family’s Bible and they shared some solemn prayers.

When the children had all been bedded down for the night Ed and Ruth took a stroll out away from the house to talk in private. He told her about Doc checking on placement for the three Dandridge children. Ruth remarked that Pearl being seventeen might pose a problem keeping all of them together. She didn’t know for certain if the orphanage would consider taking Pearl, her being that old? 

Ed just gave her a weak smile. “Well, we’ll pray on it and hope for a suitable solution,” he told her.

Two days later both Doc Ramsey and Sheriff Burke came to the Clancey farm. Doc, in his surrey and the sheriff riding his horse. They had previously been to the Dandridge farm and looked at the crime scene such as it was, not much of anything real substantial left to go on. Over coffee the four adults sat and quietly talked over the situation at hand. Sadly, the only choice had to be that the three girls, Opal, Ruby and Pearl would be going back to Stanhope with Doc Ramsey and the sheriff.
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A couple of days passed and they were met by folks from the Angelic Place Orphanage over in Springfield. They would accompany the girls by Overland Stage over to the orphanage. They could take Pearl, but only on a temporary basis, so as to not have to split up the three girls for now until more suitable arrangements could be made. The girls were not happy with the outcome to say the least, but for now at least they were still all together and having no other relatives they were left with no other options.

It took a few days for the girls to settle in and get familiar with their new surroundings. The folks operating the orphanage were stern, but nice enough, but the girls were having a difficult time of it. It was not where they had hoped to get on with their lives, they missed the farm and of course most of all their deceased parents. The other children in the orphanage ranged in age from three to sixteen. It was harder for Pearl, being the oldest one in the small institution currently housing twenty-eight children in all.

Pearl was rapidly maturing into a young woman she was very attractive tall and rather buxom. She had silky shoulder length blonde hair and blue eyes just like her mother had. The two twins were maturing quickly as well, they were both attractive but favored their father with his dark wavy brown hair, brown eyes and lithe young bodies. The girls looks didn’t go unnoticed by the older boys either. One boy in particular by the name of Brad Farley was seventeen. He had an eye for Pearl. He would grab her inappropriately whenever the chance presented itself. 

Pearl rebuffed his advances repeatedly and warned him to stay away from her.

One day when the girls had been there for about three months, Brad the onery one had finally turned seventeen. After supper that evening, he cornered Pearl in the kitchen and had his hands all over her. In desperation, she grabbed a carving knife from a kitchen counter and put it up to his throat. “You touch me one more time and I’ll shove this knife into your belly so help me,” she declared, her face was flushed with anger. 

Brad threw up his hands in defense. “Okay, okay,” he said, defensively.

Pearl drew back to thrust the knife into him and at that moment, Fred, one of the homes kitchen workers walked in and saw what was happening. He quickly grabbed Pearl and wrestled the knife from her grasp. 

Brad ran out thankful the kitchen worker had foiled the attack. 

Fred admonished Pearl for her actions, he later told Claire, the head matron, about the incident.

The following morning, Pearl was brought before her and was told she had to leave the home she was over the age limit anyhow now and her aggressive actions could not be tolerated. 

“What about Brad Farley, he’s my age too,” she asked. 

The stuffy old matron ignored her question. She was told again she would have to say goodbye to her sisters and the other children and leave the facility. “You’ll be leaving first thing tomorrow morning,” she said.

Pearl was saddened by those words and a little frightened as well. It wasn’t fair that she was being cast out because of her age while, Brad, the trouble-maker had been allowed to stay? Pearl went to her siblings, Opal and Ruby and told them she was being forced to leave. Her sisters were devastated upon hearing that. 

“Well then we’re not staying here either we’ll go with you,” Opal exclaimed and Ruby dutifully agreed. 

Pearl wasn’t sure how that was going to work having to care for her sisters and herself, but she couldn’t imagine leaving them behind neither.

Later that afternoon, the girls gathered up their one extra clean dress, their combs and hairbrushes and put them into a couple of pillowcases. They separated but agreed to meet again that night after everyone in the home had gone to sleep. At the stroke of eleven o’clock the three slipped out of their beds quickly dressed and grabbed the pillowcases they had hidden under their beds.

Then quietly, they slipped out of the dormitory being careful not to awaken anyone. As they passed through the kitchen on their way out, they grabbed some food, fruit mostly. They emptied a sack of floor and put the food in it. 

Pearl saw the knife she had threatened Brad with still lying on the kitchen counter, she shoved it in her pillowcase with her belongings. It might afford them some protection later if needed, she thought. Then the three-vagabonds ventured out into the dark of night. They walked away from the home without bothering to look back. They were at last together again and that’s all that mattered most to them now.

After walking for what seemed like an eternity, they became tired and finally took refuge in a large storm pipe, where they huddled together for both warmth and safety. Later as the first rays of morning light awoke them, they were simply in awe seeing this new place called Springfield, Missouri. They couldn’t imagine living in a town seemingly so large. They’d never been out of the town of Stanhope. Springfield was waking up and coming alive and folks were scurrying in every direction. Men on horseback and wagons big and small, rumbled passed them as they continued their journey. Folks far too busy to pay any attention to the three orphan girls shuffling along the street, their pillowcases slung over their shoulders.

They had no money, but at least they were free from that dreadful orphanage. But what would they do now? Pearl being the oldest, felt a responsibility for her sisters-well-being, and she desperately needed to find them adequate shelter and even more importantly, right now they had to find some food to eat.

The girls began to notice they were getting a few stares from passersby, as they shuffled along the busy street. Still dressed in their plain orphanage dresses didn’t add much to their appeal either. Brad that worthless degenerate at the orphanage had certainly found Pearl appealing and he had told her so despite her unkempt appearance. Their appearance was the least of their worries now. Finding them some shelter and food was what she needed to do and soon? The three of them just wandered on aimlessly along.

Before long they came upon a large building. A sign on it read Springfield Railway Depot. They had seen pictures of trains in a magazine in the orphanage, but they had never actually seen a train. There wasn’t very much activity in the depot just now that they could see, save for a few people moving about, carrying baggage of one kind or another. Looking further down the street it seemed as though there was an endless row of buildings lining both sides of the street. There was a sign on the front of one directly across from them, it read Ned’s Good Food. The diner was a place where folks went to eat. That would have been just the place for them, if they had any money that is.

Another store near the diner caught Pearl’s attention, the large sign on it read Beal’s Mercantile. People were coming and going from there as well, carrying packages. Many other stores lined either side of the street. A hardware, barbershop, a feed store, Lawyer, certainly no shortage of places for people to go and shop.

Opal’s stomach growled loudly, causing Ruby and Pearl to laugh, though it wasn’t really funny. They were all getting hungry, they had eaten the fruits and vegetables they had brought with them. Just then Pearl saw a man coming out of Ned’s Diner across the street, he wore an apron and appeared to be carrying a sack of something. Food? Pearl thought. He carried it into the alley that ran behind the diner. Moments later, he came back empty-handed and entered the diner. Pearl had a thought. She told the girls to wait there for her as she dashed quickly across the street. After a few minutes she rejoined the twins carrying a sack, the girls were curious to what might be in the sack that Pearl had retrieved.

The three ducked out of sight behind the depot. They sat on some empty crates stacked behind the depot. Pearl opened the sack, it contained a couple loaves of day-old bread and some kind of strange looking meat, kind of linked together with twine? The girls wondered what it could be. 

Then Pearl uttered, “we’re hungry aren’t we, so don’t be so concerned with what it looks like. I’m not sure why the man decided to throw this out, but it looks and smells just fine, so what, let’s just eat it and be thankful to have it.”

“How do we cut it?” Opal asked. 

Pearl remembered the knife she’d brought with them from the orphanage. She took it out of her pillowcase and began to slice up the meat and the bread, dividing it equally amongst the three of them. They didn’t question the strange food any longer, they just ate ravenously they were so hungry, it seemed like a feast after all to them.

As they sat there eating. Pearl told them both not to worry. “Our next meal will be better you’ll, see.” 

Opal and Ruby continued to eat. 

Ruby said, “maybe so, but this isn’t so bad. I knew leaving the orphanage wasn’t going to be that easy, but at least we are together.” 

“I’m working on a plan,” Pearl told them. 

Ruby wiped her hands on her dress and said, “I’m real thirsty now.” 

“We just might be in luck, I saw a hand pump on the other side of the depot, I’m sure we can get some water from it?” Pearl said. Then the trio went in search of the water pump.
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Pearl spied a trash barrel sitting near the water pump and they threw the leftovers in it. 

“I sure hate throwing away food. Ma would have never allowed us to throw away food,” Opal replied. After finding the water pump one by one they put their mouths up to it and got a refreshing drink of cool water.

They felt much better now with their hunger and thirst quenched for now at least. “Where to now Pearl?” the girls wanted to know. 

Suddenly they were startled by the sounds of a shrill whistle. Not far off in the distance they saw a cloud of black smoke billowing skyward and moving very swiftly in their direction. As they stood on the depot’s wooden platform, a number of folks began to gather there as well. Many folks carried bags or various types of leather luggage.

It wasn’t long after that a steam engine came rolling to a stop alongside the platform. It was pulling several cars behind it. Hot steam spewed from the engine. They could see folks faces peering out of windows in the train coaches. A man dressed in a black suit swung down from one of the coaches loudly yelling, “All Aboard” and directing folks to climb into the two coaches before them. 

Pearl and the twins stood there wide-eyed gaping at the strange spectacle unfolding before them.

Then the man in the black suit climbed aboard and disappeared inside, as did all the people that had been waiting out on the platform. In another instant a clanging sound startled them and the train began to roll along as clouds of smoke and steam billowed from the engine as it moved steadily along moving faster than any horse drawn wagons, they had ever seen move before. Truly an awesome sight.

Before long, a man handsomely dressed approached them on the platform. “Pardon me ladies, but were you wanting to board that train or were you just waiting for someone, a friend or relative perhaps to get off here?” He seemed very nice and mannerly. 

“No sir,” Pearl replied, “we were just in awe of finally seeing a train.” 

“Well surely, you’ve seen a train before?” he said rather amused.

“Oh no, only in magazines a time or two, we are new here we just came from our farm over in Stanhope,” Pearl said, not wanting to lie to the nice gentleman, but then she hadn’t been entirely truthful either.
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