
Reprinted with permission from Missouri Lawyers Media, 319 North Fourth Street, Fifth Floor, St. Louis, MO 63102.         © 2014

MissouriLawyers
WEEKLYw w w . m o l a w y e r s m e d i a . c o m

MissouriLawyers
WEEKLYw w w . m o l a w y e r s m e d i a . c o m

MissouriLawyers
WEEKLYw w w . m o l a w y e r s m e d i a . c o m

Cynthia L. Cordes 
Husch Blackwell

MISSOURI LAWYER OF THE YEAR

Cynthia Cordes, a former federal prosecutor, joined Husch Blackwell in September. The firm set up a pro bono clinic to continue Cordes’ work assisting 
victims of human trafficking. Photo by Karen Elshout 

Prosecutor’s focus on victims helped put away traffickers
By Scott Lauck
scott.lauck@molawyersmedia.com

On sentencing day, 
after her captor 
had been led away, 
the woman hugged 
Cynthia Cordes and 
said, simply, “Thank 

you for my freedom.” 

The most horrific case Cordes had 
ever prosecuted was at an end, and so 
was her time as a federal prosecutor. 
Since 2006, she had led the Western 
District of Missouri’s task force to 
combat human trafficking. She’d helped 
rescue at least 142 people imprisoned by 
fear and doubt and debt and language 
barriers and immigration status and the 
crimes their captors led them to com-

mit. “The meek and weak of the world,” 
Cordes calls them.

Some cases involved shutting down 
large-scale forced-labor and prostitu-
tion operations, veritable factories of 
human misery. Other cases helped just a 
few people who had fallen through life’s 
cracks and landed in terrible places.
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On that sentencing day last 
September, however, Cordes was there 
for just one victim. In 2009, Cordes had 
begun the case against Edward Bagley 
Sr., a Lebanon, Mo., man who kept a 
young woman imprisoned for more than 
five years as his sex slave and torture 
subject. It was, Cordes says, “the most 
disturbing case I ever prosecuted.”

The case lasted more than four years. 
During that time, she had her first child, 
then another. She endured a death threat 
from one of the defendants. She got 
an offer to go into private practice but 
pushed back her start date so she could 
see the day when Bagley was sentenced 
to 20 years in prison and the victim, at 
last, felt that she was finally free. 

Thank you for my freedom. The 
phrase captures everything Cordes, 35, 
worked to achieve. Not just to put the 
worst of the worst behind bars, though 
she did that, or to use federal laws in 
novel ways, though she did that, too. In 
the end, the Bagley case amounted to 
just one life saved. And in the end, it was 
worth it.

The original plan
Not just any prosecutor: a federal 

prosecutor. That’s what she listed on 
a Student of the Month award in the 
seventh grade. Cordes says she initially 
wanted to be a police officer, but her 
father nudged her to put the bad guys 
away, rather than arrest them.

“I encouraged her to go on the 
prosecutorial side rather than the law 
enforcement side because it’s safer in my 
opinion, being a dad,” William Phillips 
says. 

She attended law school at Notre 
Dame and took part in an honors pro-
gram for U.S. attorney hopefuls. It led to 
a job straight out of school in 2004 with 
the Western District of Missouri. It was 
her dream job in the district that encom-
passed her home town of Springfield.

“I didn’t detour from the original plan 
too much,” she says.

Cordes’ early work focused on 
child exploitation crimes. Among 
the cases she worked was that of Lisa 
Montgomery, who killed Bobbie Jo 
Stinnett in 2004 in the small northwest-

ern Missouri town of Skidmore and stole 
Stinnett’s unborn daughter from her 
womb with a knife. The baby survived. 

Matt Whitworth, formerly a high-
ranking official with the U.S. Attorney’s 
Office, supervised Cordes on the case 
and got to watch her aggressive side. 
At Montgomery’s trial in 2007, he let 
Cordes cross-examine the psychologist 
trying to bolster Montgomery’s insanity 
defense. He credits Cordes’ relentless 
questioning with winning a first-degree 
murder conviction.

“When you get a good answer that 
hurts the other side’s case, you want to 
sit down then,” Whitworth, now a U.S. 
magistrate judge in Jefferson City, says. 
“She kept getting good answers that were 
destroying their defense. I kept wanting 
to say, ‘Sit down, sit down, sit down.’ She 
kept going — and it kept getting better.”

The big turning point in Cordes’ 
career, however, came under the brief 
tenure of Brad Schlozman, who was 
interim U.S. attorney for the Western 
District for about a year starting in 
2006. Schlozman, who came from the 
U.S. Department of Justice’s Civil Rights 
Division, wanted to focus on human 
trafficking. Cordes volunteered to help. 

“The next thing I knew,” she says, “I 
was put in charge of the entire thing.”

Chris Budke, a 30-year veteran of the 
FBI’s civil rights office in Kansas City, 
says Cordes already had a reputation as 
a tenacious prosecutor and that no one 
doubted her leadership, despite her rela-
tive youth and inexperience. Prosecutors 
and law enforcement were initially skep-

tical, however, that human trafficking 
was much of a problem in the Midwest. 

“I really didn’t have reservations 
about her involvement,” Budke says. “To 
the extent that I had reservations, it was 
that I didn’t know if there was going to 
be sufficient work to justify the starting 
of a task force.” But, he added, “Cynthia 
wanted us to at least check into it and 
see if that was the case.”

‘A real softie’
Cordes hit upon an approach that was 

not only compassionate but also practi-
cal. She insisted that people caught up 
in prostitution rings and labor scams 
be treated as victims, rather than the 
criminals that many of them technically 
were. Slowly, that soft touch made them 
willing witnesses.

“In one way, she’s real hard-nosed,” 
William Phillips describes his daughter. 
“And in another way, she’s a real softie.”

Budke credited Cordes’ victim-
centered approach with the success of 
the program, even if it was somewhat 
unorthodox.

“That was always the center of her 
focus: the victims, and the right thing 
to do for the victims, which is at times a 
tough sell for law enforcement agencies,” 
he says. “We want to do what reflects 
best on our programs, and sometimes 
we need someone to nudge us back.”

Even now that her prosecutorial days 
are behind her, Cordes is still putting 
victims first. When she joined Husch 
Blackwell in September, Cordes had 
planned to do work for trafficking vic-
tims on the side. In a bold move, Husch 
instead put the firm’s resources at her 
disposal and set up a pro bono clinic 
that intends to provide representation to 
every trafficking victim in the Western 
District of Missouri.

“That is an unprecedented dedication 
of resources, which I think is a huge 
testament to this law firm,” she says.

On a recent December afternoon, 
Cordes led the first training seminars 
with the firm’s lawyers on how to repre-
sent victims with everything from their 
immigration status to housing issues. 
One lesson: Expect the victim to lie to 
you at first. Another lesson: Don’t fight 

“That was always the 
center of her focus: the 
victims, and the right 

thing to do for the victims, 
which is at times a tough 
sell for law enforcement 

agencies.”
Chris Budke, 

FBI civil rights office in Kansas City
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the prosecutors.
“They’re on the same side here,” 

Cordes says. “We don’t want to run 
interference or cause problems.”

At one point, Cordes displayed a 
photo of herself and an FBI agent pos-
ing with a young woman in a federal 
courtroom. It was taken shortly after the 
Bagley case ended in September. The 
woman — the victim in the case — is 
smiling broadly.

Cordes, always fiercely protective of 
the victims’ privacy, pauses for a mo-
ment.

“I’ve never shown her photo before,” 
Cordes tells the attorneys.

‘The worst horror movie’
Sam Benson, the agent in the photo, 

brought the Bagley case to Cordes in 
2009 and stayed with it throughout 
its course. It came to his attention, as 
human trafficking cases often do, as a 
strange situation that no one knew what 
to make of: a 23-year-old woman hospi-
talized after suffering a heart attack. 

Officials would later charge that 
the victim’s heart had stopped during 

an electrocution torture session in 
Bagley’s trailer. As investigators peeled 
back the layers, the horror of the situ-
ation became clear: that Bagley had 
made the victim sign a “sex slave con-
tract,” that he rented her out to men 
for sadomasochistic sessions, that he 
forced her to dance at a strip club and 
bring him the proceeds. Prosecutors 
charged Bagley, Bagley’s wife and four 
other men. It was the first case in the 
country involving a real, adult victim 
to convict not only the perpetrator but 
also his customers.

Benson, then stationed in Jefferson 
City, had never worked a human traf-
ficking case. But Cordes knew exactly 
what she needed to make the case, and 
she pushed him to get it. 

“I’ll be honest, it was very demanding,” 
Benson says. “She is an absolute perfec-
tionist, but she is absolutely professional 
and absolutely proficient in what she 
does.” He and Cordes made a vow that 
they would stay with the case until the 
end.

“Both of us felt that, if anybody else 
were to pick this up, they wouldn’t do it 
justice,” he says.

The case became personal in more 

ways than one. In early 2011, prosecu-
tors alleged that one of Bagley’s co-
defendants, Bradley Cook, tried to hire 
a hit man to have Cordes and the victim 
killed. Cordes speaks of the incident 
matter-of-factly, but it’s clear that it 
weighed on her mind last year as she 
began to think about leaving her job. She 
is, after all, the mother of a 4-year-old 
son and a nearly 2-year-old daughter.

“I thought, I’ve been doing this for al-
most a decade,” she says. “Maybe I need 
to give my family a break.”

She knew, too, that the task force she’d 
built was strong and would survive. 
But she also knew that Bagley’s victim 
needed the case to be over before she 
could move on with her life, and in a 
sense, so did Cordes.

“This last case was so horrific and 
frightening. It was like the worst horror 
movie,” says Cordes’ husband, Bradley. 
“There were so many times where I just 
wanted her to not do it anymore. And 
she stuck with it, and she wouldn’t give 
up. 

“We’re people of faith,” he added. “And 
I just believe that she was living out the 
mission to lay down your life for others.” 
mo

▶ Continued from Page 2 

Cynthia Cordes’ first human trafficking case was the kind of crime that 
ordinarily wouldn’t catch the attention of federal authorities. on June 
21, 2006, undercover police in Kansas City arrested a 15-year-old girl 

and her 13-year-old twin sisters, as well as the man attempting to drive 
away with them. 

the officers, however, had been to one of Cordes’ human trafficking 
training seminars and noticed signs of coercion in the girls’ stories. the girls 
alleged that the man, don L. elbert ii, forced them to walk the streets and 
wouldn’t let them come home until they’d made a certain amount of money. 

Late at night, Cordes got a phone call. at the time, she thought it was un-
usual, but it was the first of many. “it became my life for many years, getting 
calls in the middle of the night,” she says.

elbert was indicted for recruiting the girls for prostitution. He pleaded 
guilty in 2007 and was sentenced in 2008 to eight years in federal prison. 
it was the first federal conviction in the nation for prostitution in a single 
state.

elbert also was ordered to pay nearly $525,000 in restitution to the vic-
tims. Cordes cautioned the victims that, despite the huge dollar figure they 
would hear in court, the only money they were likely to see would be what 
could be garnished from elbert’s paltry prison wages. But the girls, whom 
elbert had controlled by keeping them constantly in debt, reminded Cordes 
of the symbolic importance of restitution.

“that’s oK if he doesn’t have the money today,” one girl says, “because 
that means that for the rest of his life, he’ll owe me.”

Notable 
cases 

By Scott Lauck
scott.lauck@molawyersmedia.com

late-night  
calls and  

memorable 
moments
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Notable cases 
late-night calls and memorable moments

The ‘foreign official’
Prosecutors have a number of worries when taking on a case, but upsetting international relationships usually 

isn’t one of them. not so in the prosecution of Hsien-Hsien Liu, a high-ranking official from taiwan, a country the 
u.S. doesn’t recognize.

Liu was indicted for labor violations involving two filipino servants, who were paid inadequate wages, forced 
to work long hours and barred from leaving Liu’s Kansas City residence without supervision or permission. Liu was 
essentially a diplomat, but Cordes — a representative of the u.S. government — had to refer to her as the “foreign 
official from taiwan.” 

“there were a lot of specific instructions i received from the State department about how i had to refer to her in 
court and pleadings,” Cordes says.

Liu pleaded guilty in 2011 and paid $80,000 in restitution to the victims. one of the workers, however, had gone 
back to the Philippines before Liu was caught, so it was not clear how to get her the money she was owed. Chris 
Budke, then the supervisor of the fBi’s civil rights office in Kansas City, says Cordes encouraged his agents to track 
her down. the worker eventually was found on a remote island that, fortunately, had a telephone.

“there was one person at the fBi that spoke the language of that island,” Budke says. “So we had to somehow 
connect that person, who was in our Honolulu office, by telephone with Kansas City, and then that telephone con-
nected to the Philippines. it was kind of an extraordinary effort.”

Giant Labor Solutions
Slavery may have been abolished with the 13th amendment almost 150 years ago, but some people have been 

slow to get the word. one of the biggest recent human trafficking cases involved a group of uzbekistan nationals 
convicted of running a fraudulent labor scheme involving hundreds of foreign workers.

aptly named giant Labor Solutions, a labor leasing company in Kansas City, used false information to acquire 
fraudulent work visas for foreign nationals. they were sent to work in 14 states, including at hotels in Kansas City 
and Branson, but most of their paychecks went to the leasing company. the scheme was busted under human 
trafficking and racketeering laws.

the perpetrators coerced workers by threatening to deport them if they complained. Cordes relished the mo-
ment when she got to inform the victims that they qualified for “t visas,” which allow victims of human trafficking 
to remain and work in the united States.

“all they want to do is do the right thing,” Cordes says. “they want to work, and they want to make money, and 
they want to provide for their family and send money back to their family in their home country. it really is a ‘wel-
come to america’ conversation.”

Operation Guardian Angel
Prosecuting human trafficking can be grim, but operation guardian angel made for some light-hearted mo-

ments. the operation, which began in 2009, was essentially an official (and far more serious) version of date-
line’s “to Catch a Predator” series. agents placed internet ads for underage prostitutes, then arrested those who 
responded. 

“there’s nothing more fun than the ‘we got you’ moment,” Cordes says. What made it particularly sweet, she 
added, was there were no actual victims.

to conduct the stings, the undercover agents would use a house in a sketchy neighborhood rife with drug activ-
ity. Cordes says she went to one sting fresh from court, still wearing a black suit and a federal prosecutor’s pin, and 
walked up to the address her agents had given her.

“i knock on the door, and my phone rings. they were like, ‘Cynthia, you’re at the wrong house! get down, get 
down!’” Cordes says. “i ran as fast as i could back to my car, and then i could hear laughing in the background. i was 
at the right house — and they just got the whole thing on video.” mo


