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			Dr. John Cook Bennett

			The Diploma Peddler 1804–1867

			In 1820 only two medical colleges had been established west of the Allegheny Mountains, and doctors were in short supply for the growing population. But a practicing Ohio physician found a way to confer medical degrees on anyone who wanted to become a doctor—and his unethical, illegal actions earned him the title of “The Diploma Peddler.”

			Dr. John Cook Bennett believed that medical degrees should be awarded on merit and not on the length of time spent in preparatory studies. Following the path of many aspiring physicians during the early decades of the nineteenth century, he obtained practical experience from a competent mentor. He then passed a lengthy examination issued by the state of Ohio and received a license to practice medicine. And in spite of his beliefs that a medical education was not necessary to become proficient in medicine, he made numerous attempts to establish several medical colleges—and funded his endeavors by selling bogus medical diplomas.

			Born in Fairhaven, Massachusetts, on August 3, 1804, John Cook Bennett was the oldest child of Abigail Cook and John Bennett. At a young age he and his family moved to Marietta, Ohio, to join other family members who had already settled there. Few facts are available about his childhood, other than he was raised in southeastern Ohio. Although Bennett claimed to be a graduate of Ohio University, records of his attendance or graduation have never been found.

			Since a lack of finances prohibited Bennett from attending one of the two medical colleges in the region—Transylvania ­University in Lexington, Kentucky, and the Ohio Medical College in Cincinnati—he turned to his uncle, Dr. Samuel P. Hildreth, for guidance. A respected physician in the region, Hildreth took his eighteen-year-old nephew under his wing for a medical preceptorship in 1822.

			Bennett was a diligent medical apprentice under Hildreth, traveling with his uncle throughout southeastern Ohio and portions of neighboring states, treating patients, and gaining practical experience along the way. He also studied standard medical texts, along with Latin and Greek, to prepare for the state medical exam. On November 1, 1825, he traveled to Meigs County, Ohio, to take his medical examination. He passed the exam with ease and officially became a licensed physician. 

			By passing the medical exam, Bennett legally earned the right to practice medicine. But successfully demonstrating his proficiency on the test did not give him the privilege of using the term “MD” after his name. Medical degrees were hard to attain at the time, and many competent physicians did not have a degree from a medical college. Still, holding an MD signified that the possessor was a medical authority, and the public appreciated the status of physicians who had obtained medical degrees.

			In January 1826 Bennett married Mary Barker in Wisemans Bottom, a small community near Marietta. For the next four years, the young couple moved from place to place in Ohio. They established their first home in St. Clairsville, the Belmont County seat. Bennett quickly became active in the community, joining the medical society and the Masons. The following year the Bennetts moved to McConnelsville and welcomed their first child, Mary, into the world sometime during late 1827 or early 1828. 

			The Bennetts’ next move was to Circleville, the seat of Pickaway County, in 1828. In this small town south of Columbus, Bennett opened a medical practice. By the end of the year, he claimed to be generating a lucrative income from his practice, averaging four to twelve dollars a day. Around the same time, the Bennetts welcomed the birth of their second child, Joseph, but the baby only lived for a few days. During their stay in Circleville, Bennett fought against a measles epidemic and was engaged in a variety of other activities.

			In August 1829 the Bennetts relocated to Malta, on the west bank of the Muskingum opposite McConnelsville. A short time later they moved to Barnesville, a small town eighteen miles from their first home in St. Clairsville. 

			In Barnesville Bennett set up his medical practice in partnership with Dr. John Gladstone Affleck, who had been educated in Glasgow, Scotland. Some historians contend that Affleck encouraged Bennett to take medical courses at McGill College in Montreal. Bennett later claimed he attended lectures in Montreal and received a medical degree from the College Medical d’Emulation, although no records have been found to document his statement or verify the existence of the medical college. Nonetheless, by July 1831 Bennett was claiming to hold a medical degree, adding “MD” after his name. 

			During his early years as a physician in Ohio, Bennett advertised his services in newspapers, establishing visibility throughout the state as a notable physician. Even though he had never attended medical school, he also established legitimacy for himself by writing and submitting articles to professional medical journals. 

			Outside of medicine Bennett served as a traveling minister, preaching in several Methodist Episcopal churches in Ohio. He occasionally signed his name as the “Rev. Doctor John Cook Bennett.” Raised as a Methodist and married in the Methodist church, Bennett abruptly switched to the primitive Christian church around 1830. The movement, advocated by Thomas Campbell and his son, Alexander, abandoned sectarian creeds and supported “primitive Christianity.” The church was known by several names, including the Christian Disciples and the Disciples of Christ.

			His sudden shift to the Christian church apparently stemmed from ulterior motives. For some time Bennett had wanted to establish a university in Ohio. Since the formation of a college required approval by the state legislature, Bennett launched a drive to gain support for a college from members of the Ohio legislature. With few personal finances to back the venture, he also pleaded for financial support from the Ohio Annual Conference of the Methodist Associate Church in 1831. When the church delayed consideration of his request to the next annual meeting, Bennett suspected the group was stalling on his request and promptly left the Methodist denomination. He immediately switched his allegiances to the Christian Disciples in hopes of gaining their financial support to launch the college. 

			With the support of Alexander Campbell, Bennett attempted unsuccessfully to launch colleges in Ohio and Virginia. By late 1832, however, Bennett’s luck changed. The citizens of New Albany, Indiana, welcomed the idea of a college in their town. The New Albany Gazette even predicted the town would “reap great advantages from it.”

			In December 1832 a Floyd County representative petitioned the Indiana General Assembly to incorporate a Christian College in New Albany. John Cook Bennett was named in the petition as the college’s agent, president, and bishop. The house and the senate approved the bill in early 1833. Bennett immediately arrived in New Albany and started advertising his medical services.

			The first meeting of Christian College trustees took place in Bennett’s home. Instead of serving as president, as stated in the petition, Bennett was elected to the position of chancellor. In this role he had the authority to preside at trustees’ meetings, confer degrees, and remove officers or faculty members. Prominent leaders of the Christian church from Virginia, Ohio, Kentucky, and Indiana were elected officers, and faculty members were appointed.

			The group also adopted several innovative bylaws, including offering doctorates in fifteen academic subjects. At the time, colleges and universities only offered doctorate degrees in medicine, theology, and law. Bennett strongly advocated allowing women to pursue medical degrees at Christian College, but other trustees staunchly opposed the proposal. He finally agreed to prohibit females from receiving medical degrees, and the group agreed that women could still earn doctorates in seven other areas of study. As a result Christian College became one of the first publicly chartered coeducational colleges in America.

			Another provision allowed Christian College to award diplomas based upon successful passage of a medical exam without regard to “the length of time spent in preparatory studies.” 

			The bylaws also stated that “persons self-taught or taught anywhere in public or private schools . . . who shall stand an examination in any department for which degrees shall be conferred, shall obtain such degrees as they are entitled to from merit.”

			Bennett believed that the medical schools’ requirement for a specified term of study was based upon “purely mercenary considerations.” He pointed out that other colleges had similar provisions. The University of Virginia, for instance, permitted the granting of medical degrees without reference to the time spent studying medicine as long as candidates passed appropriate examinations. In fact, until after the Civil War many colleges granted various degrees based upon examination alone.

			With officers elected, faculty members appointed, and bylaws approved, Christian College appeared to be ready to open its doors. But Bennett had failed to get advance approval from numerous individuals as to their willingness to serve as college officers and faculty members. He may have assumed that leaders of the Christian church and fellow physicians would be more than happy to support the endeavor, or he may have been so anxious to launch the college that he leaped ahead and named the officers and staff without consulting anyone. Most likely, however, he may have been setting the stage for other fraudulent activities in his future.

			No matter his motivations, Bennett’s actions created an uproar among his colleagues. One leader in the Christian church, Barton W. Stone, discovered he had been elected to serve as a vice president of the college when he read the news in the New Albany Gazette. Stone also contended he “had no knowledge, nor hint that application was to be made to the legislature for such a charter, or had been made, or granted.” He also claimed he was ignorant “of the appointment of presidents, vice presidents, secretaries and all other officers, till informed by the same journal.” 

			Walter Scott, another church leader, claimed that he had first heard about the college when he received a letter stating he had been unanimously elected “President of the Faculty.” Scott viewed this “as an absolute forgery” and “declined every and all connection” with the school. 

			Alexander Campbell, the head of the Christian church, was also dismayed by Bennett’s underhanded ways, stating that it would “have been more respectful to the judgment and wishes of the brethren to have consulted them on the propriety of such a scheme.” He also claimed to be stunned that Bennett had pressed forward with establishing a Christian college in Indiana. After Bennett’s unsuccessful attempts to charter other colleges in Ohio and Virginia, Campbell had assumed that Bennett “had given it up.” Now, with Bennett’s lack of consideration for church leaders, Campbell wanted to end the connection between the college and the Christian church.

			To appease Campbell, the trustees passed an ordinance at the second meeting of Christian College to change the name of the institution to the “University of Indiana, at New Albany.” They would also retain the name of Christian College as required by their charter. Oddly enough, Campbell seemed pleased with this strategy, indicating that “as a literary institution, liberal and anti-sectarian, we wish it all success.” 

			Lack of support from Campbell, Scott, Stone, and other Christian ministers meant that Bennett could not count on financial support or fund-raising activities within the Christian church—support that he desperately needed to launch the college. Before the Civil War, approximately four out of five new colleges never succeeded due to financial woes. 

			To generate revenue, Bennett came up with an ingenious, yet unscrupulous, idea. He decided to confer medical degrees on anyone who seemed qualified and provide a diploma as proof of the degree. Each recipient would pay ten dollars for the privilege of receiving the diploma. The fee was reasonable, he assessed, since medical colleges typically charged students much more. Moreover, the price would not only cover his expenses for printing the diplomas but also leave him with a tidy profit. To take full advantage of potential customers seeking diplomas, he also decided to confer advanced degrees for other academic areas such as law, theology, and the arts and sciences. 

			Bennett lithographed hundreds of diplomas that were engraved with the seal of the corporation of the Christian College. Bennett’s signature, as well as the signatures of the dean and registrar of the college, were also lithographed. Blank areas were reserved to pen the name of the recipient and the date that the degree was conferred. 

			In May 1833 the New Albany Gazette reported that Bennett planned to travel east “to procure some Anatomical preparations for the College, and to make arrangements for the University in general.” In reality Bennett was traveling throughout the midwestern and eastern states conferring MAs, DDs, LLDs, and MDs for ten dollars each.

			Word soon spread of Bennett’s fraudulent activities. Scott insisted the scoundrel “rained down his L.L.D.’s, D.D.’s, A.B’s., & A.M.’s, like a shower of hail.” Another critic reported that Bennett dispensed the “diplomas to every ignoramus who could raise ten dollars to buy one . . . though they were not worth a cent.” And one man claimed that Bennett “lavished his diplomas upon various gentlemen of the different sects in different parts of the United States” and questioned “the purity of his motives.”

			In reality Bennett had few, if any, qualifications that justified his examining anyone or conferring degrees in these areas. At the time, MAs (or AMs) were mainly honorary degrees. In the 1830s no position in the United States required an MA degree.

			Bennett apparently ignored his critics and expanded his dishonest activities by recruiting two New York physicians, both members of the New York County Medical Society, to examine prospective students and confer degrees in New York for the sum of twenty-five dollars. The Christian College bylaws, he insisted, authorized him to send out other commissioners to confer degrees. 

			Throughout the summer and fall of 1833, Bennett and his two New York colleagues conferred hundreds of degrees in the area. They allegedly granted diplomas to many student residents without examinations, and one recipient was not even in the city at the time the degree was conferred.

			By the end of the year, the New York County Medical Society had caught onto Bennett’s deceitful activities. On December 16, 1833, a committee appointed by the society reported they had made a “diligent search” into “the character and validity of Diplomas of the degree of Doctor of Medicine” issued by the “University of Indiana.” The group also contended that the granting of diplomas was illegal in New York and proceeded to pass along their findings to the New York legislature and the governor of Indiana. James R. Manley, who would later become president of the New York County Medical Society, reported that Bennett sold the degrees “about the country at various prices, like the merchandize of an itinerant peddler.” 

			Meanwhile, Bennett had returned to Ohio, opened an office in Columbus, and placed advertisements in the Ohio State Journal for his medical services. Moreover, he made plans to create another university, “The Classical, Literary, and Scientific Institution of the Scioto Valley,” in Franklin County. After a brief period of lobbying state legislators, the bill passed the Ohio House of Representatives in December 1833, with little discussion.

			Upon learning about Bennett’s latest quest to establish another college, Dr. Thomas Morrow, president of a small sectarian college in Worthington, Ohio, quickly informed the chairman of the Ohio Senate Standing Committee on Colleges and Universities of Bennett’s history of selling medical degrees. Morrow’s Ohio Reformed Medical College was located only a few miles away from Bennett’s proposed college, and Morrow adamantly opposed the creation of a nearby rival college by the unscrupulous Bennett. 

			An investigation by a senate committee discovered that most of the names included in Bennett’s petition to establish the college had been used without prior knowledge or consent, and only four of the forty-nine petitioners were Ohio residents. When the committee reported that Bennett was “a notorious individual” with “sinister” motives in trying to create the university, the Ohio senate unanimously rejected the bill.

			In spite of the New York and Ohio allegations against him, Bennett attempted to continue his duplicitous activities. He soon discovered, however, that word had spread about his history of selling fake diplomas. Early in 1834 Bennett applied to the Board of Trustees of the Granville Baptist College to help establish a medical department at the college. The trustees swiftly rejected his application, apparently aware of his dubious actions.

			Undeterred by the rebuff, Bennett moved forward and contacted the trustees of Willoughby University of Lake Erie in Chagrin, Ohio, in July 1834. In a letter to the trustees, signed by “J. C. Bennett” from South Bloomfield, Ohio, Bennett offered to establish a medical college at the university. The group swiftly accepted the offer, and Bennett became an honorary trustee with an appointment as a professor of midwifery. Within a short time he was also elected by faculty members to serve as president of the medical college.

			In spite of his position at Willoughby University, Bennett continued to sell diplomas during his travels. He insisted he had the right to confer degrees from Christian College for ten years, the period of time that prohibited the Indiana legislature from amending the college’s charter. In October 1834, for instance, he visited both New York and Boston on the pretense of raising funds for Willoughby. In actuality he was selling degrees from Christian College.

			By the end of the year, Bennett’s charade abruptly ended. Publicly identified as the “Diploma Peddler,” he was fired from Willoughby University at the end of the first term. Moreover, the Christian church denounced any further association with Bennett in 1835. Scott stated he was a vagabond without character, “a false brother and an imposter, a person of no solid learning and of very bad morals.” Other leaders of the church disclaimed “all connection with Mr. Bennett.”

			Though Bennett claimed to be awarding degrees to raise funds for Christian College, he apparently pocketed the funds from the sale of diplomas. He never accounted for his expenses or the funds generated from selling degrees. In fact, two eyewitnesses claimed to have seen him gambling, and one source accused him of speculating in Michigan real estate.

			Moreover, no records have been found of any meetings of the trustees of Christian College after April 1833. College courses were never offered at Christian College, and property and facilities were never acquired. Worse yet, Bennett was never held liable for his scams. Despite the actions of the New York County Medical Society and the Ohio legislature, neither the Indiana governor nor the state legislature examined Bennett’s activities. The charter of Christian College was not repealed.

			Since Bennett was never held accountable for his actions, he continued to engage in a number of questionable schemes and activities. In 1840 he moved to Nauvoo, Illinois, and joined the Mormon Church. He became an active leader in the community and successfully lobbied the Illinois legislature to pass an act for the incorporation of Nauvoo University. As president he conferred LLDs upon select prominent Americans such as James G. Bennett, editor of the New York Herald. During this time he also became a close friend of Joseph Smith, leader of the Mormon Church. 

			In February 1841 Bennett was elected as the first mayor of Nauvoo. Impressed with Bennett’s accomplishments and influence among the townspeople, Smith appointed Bennett as assistant president of the church.

			The following year a series of events revealed that Bennett’s despicable lack of character had not changed. When Smith discovered that Bennett was leading a secret life of adultery, spreading lies about Smith and church doctrine, and planning a possible assassination attempt on Smith’s life, Bennett was removed from his civil positions and excommunicated from the church.

			Seeking revenge, Bennett published a book, The History of the Saints: or an Exposé of Joe Smith and the Mormons, with accusations against the church that ranged from murder to overthrowing the government. The Mormon Church considers Bennett to be the “most notorious” of the apostates of the church.

			In the late 1840s Bennett moved to Massachusetts, where he focused his attention on raising poultry. He even sponsored a poultry convention in Boston in 1849 that attracted more than ten thousand participants. Five years later, he moved to Polk City, Iowa. He remained in Iowa until his death in 1867 at the age of sixty-three.

			

		

	
		
			
			John Chivington

			The Fighting Parson 1821–1894

			John Chivington stepped up to the pulpit, Bible in hand, acutely aware that not everyone in his congregation at the Methodist church in Platte County, Missouri, agreed with his stance against slavery in 1856. In fact, pro-slavery church members had threatened to tar and feather him if he spoke out against slavery at the next Sunday service.

			Undeterred by the threats, Chivington took his place behind the pulpit. Standing over six feet, four inches and weighing 260 pounds, he loomed over the congregation. After placing the Bible on the pulpit, he pulled out two pistols and placed the weapons beside the Bible. “By the grace of God and these two revolvers, I am going to preach here today.” 

			With his statement and actions on that Sunday morning, Chivington soon became known as the “Fighting Parson.” Less than ten years later, his fighting spirit would also lead to the massacre of a sleeping Indian village, an event that would label him the “butcher of Sand Creek.” 

			Born on January 27, 1821, John Milton Chivington was the son of Isaac and Jane Runyon Chivington, who had settled in Warren County, Ohio, around 1810. The family made a home in the wilderness near Lebanon, about twenty miles northeast of Cincinnati. Isaac farmed and harvested timber from his vast acreage to support his growing family. All six of the Chivington children were born in the family’s small cabin: Lewis, Sarah, John, Isaac, and two babies who died during infancy. 

			Isaac died in 1826, leaving Jane to support the family. Lewis, the oldest son, took over the timber business, while the younger children helped their mother cultivate the land for farming. Only five years old at the time of his father’s death, young John Chivington learned to read from his mother with only the Bible and a few other books in the home. 

			At age thirteen Chivington went to work with his brother in the timber business. Five years later he assumed the duties of finding prospective buyers for the family’s product and frequently traveled to Cincinnati to call on customers. Martha Rollason, a young woman in the city who worked for one of Chivington’s friends, soon caught Chivington’s eye. Romance quickly blossomed, and the couple wed in late 1840. To support his wife, Chivington became a carpenter’s apprentice.

			Chivington worked diligently at his trade while the young couple started their family. Their son, Thomas, was born in 1841. The Chivingtons also welcomed two daughters into the world: Elizabeth Jane, born in 1842, and Sarah, in 1844.

			While attending a revival meeting in 1842, Chivington experienced a religious conversion and became a member of the Methodist church. Within a short time he felt called to enter the ministry and consulted with the Methodist bishop of southern Ohio. To prepare for the ministry, the bishop suggested he study the Bible and church doctrine and gain some preaching experience from the pulpit as a deacon. 

			During the following two years, Chivington worked at his trade during the day and studied for the ministry at night. By September 1844 he had finished his studies, become an ordained minister, and was assigned to the Zoar Church in the Goshen Circuit of the Ohio Conference.

			Chivington willingly relocated his family from place to place over the next ten years, serving in parishes in Illinois, Missouri, and Kansas. He frequently traveled by horseback to small communities as a circuit rider, spreading the gospel along the way. He also worked as a missionary to the Wyandot Indians in Kansas for a time before serving as presiding elder at the Methodist Episcopal Church in St. Joseph, Missouri.

			By the mid-1850s Chivington was voicing his stance against slavery from the pulpit at every opportunity. Though pro-slavery members of Chivington’s congregation at the Methodist church in Platte County, Missouri, backed down from their threat to harm their minister, the Methodist church decided to remove Chivington from the dangerous atmosphere in the slave state of Missouri. The Chivingtons relocated to Omaha, Nebraska.

			While in Nebraska Chivington earned a reputation as a “sound theologian” and “a man of extraordinary natural abilities, destined to make his mark in the religious world,” reported the Nebraska Advertiser in Brownville. Moreover, the Methodist Episcopal Church appointed Chivington as presiding elder of the Omaha District in 1857, and he served the Nebraska City District in the same capacity for the following two years.

			The Methodist Episcopal Church recognized Chivington’s abilities and advanced him to serve as presiding elder of Colorado’s Rocky Mountain District in 1860. But the outbreak of the Civil War convinced Chivington that he had to join the Union forces and fight against slavery. Though the governor of Colorado Territory offered to commission Chivington as a regimental chaplain, he refused the appointment and requested a commission as a soldier. In 1861 he was appointed as major of the First Colorado Regiment.

			In February 1862 the regiment was ordered to ward off an attack by Confederates in New Mexico. A member of the regiment later recalled the image of Chivington in battle, stating that a Confederate officer “emptied his revolvers three times at the Major and then made his company fire a volley at him. As if possessed of a charmed life, he galloped unhurt through the storm of bullets.”

			Under Chivington’s command his troops captured a Confederate supply train in a surprise attack and burned the entire train of crucial provisions. Proving to be a capable, competent soldier, Chivington was praised by his superiors for his actions. He was soon appointed to the rank of colonel.
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						Colonel John M. Chivington

						The Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, Z-128

					

				

			

			Having tasted success as a soldier, Chivington aspired to higher positions of power. Hoping to obtain an appointment to the rank of brigadier general, he traveled to Washington with an endorsement from Colorado governor John Evans. Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, however, did not confirm the promotion.

			In 1864 Chivington was appointed commander of the Military District of Colorado. At dawn on November 29, 1864, Chivington led an estimated seven hundred soldiers from the Third and First Colorado Cavalry regiments on a surprise attack on a Cheyenne village at Sand Creek. The troops charged into the village and killed at least 150 men, women, and children of the Cheyenne and Arapaho tribes. 

			Not satisfied with merely killing the residents of the village, the soldiers spent the afternoon of the attack and the following day scalping and mutilating the bodies. When the troops returned to Denver on December 22, they paraded through the streets, proudly flaunting their “trophies” from the attack.

			Initially Chivington was hailed as a hero for the attack on the Cheyenne village. The Rocky Mountain News claimed the campaign was “brilliant,” and the Nebraska City News insisted that “the people of Colorado, Idaho, Montana, and Nebraska will ever think he did right.” By the end of the year, however, other newspapers were reporting that soldiers involved in the attack “do not scruple to say that the big battle of Sand Creek was a cold-blooded massacre.” Word of the slaughter also reached Washington, and soon three separate federal investigations were launched. 

			Outside the western territories, newspapers took the opposite stance. An editorial in the Chicago Tribune on July 26, 1865, called the battle “an act of hideous cruelty, garnished with all the accessories of fraud, lying, treachery, and beastially [sic]” and recommended that “Colonel Chivington ought to be tried by a court-martial and shot like a wolf” for his actions at Sand Creek.

			Although all three inquiries into the Sand Creek murders severely criticized his conduct, Chivington never faced a court-martial. Conveniently, his commission expired on January 4, 1865. 

			With his ministerial and military careers behind him, Chivington launched a campaign to run for Congress from Colorado in October 1865. His former troops campaigned on his behalf, and supporters greeted him warmly at a campaign appearance in Denver. But Chivington could not overcome the intense criticism of the Sand Creek massacre. Within a month after announcing his candidacy for Congress, he withdrew from the race.

			Since Chivington no longer earned an income from the church or the military, he moved back to Nebraska in 1866 and joined his son, Thomas, and son-in-law, Thomas Pollack, in their successful freight business. Soon he was leading wagon trains, hauling freight from Nebraska to Kansas and other western locations.
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