Charles Bendire (1836-1897)

By Gregory P. Shine

Charles Bendire was a U.S. Army officer and naturalist who brought the life histories of Oregon’s
birds to an international audience through his collections and writings. His work from Oregon
informed scientific understanding and helped establish his reputation as an oologist and
ornithologist, leading ultimately to his appointment as honorary curator of the Department of Oology
at the Smithsonian Institution’s U.S. National Museum (today’s National Museum of Natural History)
in 1884. There, he compiled two landmark volumes of Life Histories of North American Birds,
weaving into their pages observations and specimens from his years in Oregon.

Karl Emil Bender was born in Hesse Darmstadt, Germany, on April 27, 1836. Following an
unrecorded indiscretion at a theological seminary near Paris, he and his brother traveled to New
York City, arriving in June 1853. After his brother’'s departure for Germany, he enlisted in the U.S.
Army and anglicized his name to Charles Bendire [pronounced Ben-deer].

As an army dragoon private, Bendire traveled among remote posts in the American Southwest for
five years, fighting the Chiricahua Apache and other tribes as part of the United States’ broader
dispossession of Native peoples. Dr. B. J. D. Irwin, the assistant post surgeon to whom Bendire
was recommended for a hospital assistant position at Fort Buchanan in 1858, recalled him as “an
active efficient soldier, quiet and of modest, retiring disposition.” Like many army doctors of the
time, Irwin collected reptiles and other specimens of natural history for study, and Bendire began
collecting for him.

Bendire reenlisted in 1860 and fought in the Civil War, receiving a battlefield commission to the rank
of second lieutenant and commendation for gallantry and meritorious service at the Battle of
Trevilian Station, Virginia. After the war, Bendire returned to the West, serving in California at Drum
Barracks and Camp Independence. He led several surveys and explorations during his career,
including an early military exploring expedition through Death Valley in 1867 that identified water
sources and flora, noted the peaceful disposition of area Natives, and reported the lack of suitable
farmland.

While assigned to Fort Lapwai in Idaho Territory from 1868 to 1871, he began amassing what was
later described as the most extensive collection of bird eggs in North America. From his Arizona
post in 1872, he built networks of correspondence with leading ornithologists and oologists, who
published excerpts from his letters in The American Naturalist and Proceedings of the Boston
Society of Natural History. In 1873, he rose to the rank of cavalry captain.

Bendire arrived at Camp Harney in southeast Oregon in October 1874, where he served for four
years, with the exception of participating in campaigns against the Nez Perce in 1877 and the
Bannock and Paiute in 1878. In August 1875, Bendire took a visiting second lieutenant C. E. S.
Wood fishing, hunting and observing wildlife near Camp Harney. Wood later credited Bendire with
expanding and deepening his connection to the natural world, calling him “one of the world's great
authorities on birds and bird life” who had the greatest private egg and bird skin collection in the
world.

Bendire observed, documented, and collected birds and eggs throughout the region and published
articles about his observations from southeast Oregon in sporting magazines such as The Rod and
the Gun and Forest and Stream and in scientific journals, including the Bulletin of the Nuttall
Ornithological Club and the Proceedings off the Boston Society of Natural History. His “Notes on
Seventy-nine Species of Birds Observed in the Neighborhood of Camp Harney,” published in the
Bulletin, was the first to increase scientific understanding of southeast Oregon'’s birds. Bendire was
reassigned to Fort Walla Walla in Washington in late 1878 and returned to Oregon in 1880, where
he led an exploratory group through the John Day Fossil Beds that found plant, mammal, and fish
fossils that were donated to the Smithsonian Institution. From June 1882 to September 1883 he
was posted to Fort Klamath, where he expanded his bird and egg collections and continued to
publish his observations.



In 1884, Bendire became curator of the Smithsonian’s Department of Oology and helped found the
American Ornithologists' Union. He donated his egg collection to the Smithsonian and retired from
army service in 1886. Once he had organized and reclassified the Smithsonian’s egg collection, he
sought to revive a stalled study of North American bird eggs. The project soon expanded to include
information from his notes and correspondence about breeding ranges and behaviors. The resulting
two volumes of Life Histories of North American Birds, published in 1892 and 1895, drew wide
praise, especially for Bendire’s recollections of army life. Each volume featured Oregon birds, and
color lithographs showcased egg type specimens collected in Oregon.

Bendire never married. Contemporaries described him as “a bumptious and captious German
soldier, who was a man to take strong likes and dislikes on very small provocation,” with a reserved
manner “which amounted at times almost to brusqueness, yet beneath the rough exterior was a
warm and sympathetic heart.” Suffering from Bright's disease, he died on February 4, 1897.

Bendire is memorialized in Bendire Mountain, Bendire Creek, and Bendire Road in Malheur County.
Several species and subspecies have been named for him, including a mammal, a fish, three fossil
trees, and birds, including the Bendire’s thrasher and subspecies of the red crosshill, the western
merlin, and the western screech owl.
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