Larceny or German Russian Bigotry?

While searching Newspapers.com, I discovered a sensational story of intrigue in 1913 Lincoln, Nebraska,
involving my paternal grandmother, Louise. The story of how my grandmother was arrested is well documented
in the Lincoln ‘Nebraska State Journal’ and the ‘Lincoln Star’ thanks to Mrs. Helen Gregory who reported on the

“crimes.” Here’s how the story likely unfolded.

December was cold in the “Roosian bottoms” of north Lincoln. Putzing about her home and caring for her 2
children, Louis put a few more sticks of wood in the cook stove. The kitchen was warm, and she and the children

were just finishing their small meager lunch when she heard pounding on her front door.

Who on earth could be out visiting at this time? Her friends had small children and it wasn’t normal to have
daytime visitors — that was for evenings when the children could play, and all the housework and baking were

done.

The knocks grew louder as she approached the front door. When she answered, she realized it was no friend.
A Deputy Sherrift and a Mr. Schrank, a man who spoke German, stood on her doorstep. Schrank stated he was a
special agent of the Burlington railroad. He asked her where she got the railroad ties in her yard and some pieces

of wood.

Louisa told them her husband bought the ties and she picked up firewood at the dump with some other wom-
en. She explained that they crossed the new bridge over Salt Creek on Z street and the boss of the Burlington crew
told them they could have all the scraps they found, which they immediately picked up. Some of the workers began
kicking wood into the creek for them to pick up, greatly to the men’s amusement, as the women waded into the

creek to get the wood.

Her visitors insisted she come to court and pay a fine of $10.65! A fine? She had no money and explained to Mr.
Schrank that her husband was out of town, and she had two small children at home. She could not leave her chil-
dren to go to court. Mr. Schrank told her to lock the children in the house, she must come with them and pay the
fine. Again, she protested as she had no money. In today’s value $10.65 was almost $300! Where would a new im-
migrant woman find or have the equivalent of $300? She explained she had absolutely no money at all, but Schrank
said they would take her to the grocer to get the money. They forced her to lock the boys — one year old Peter and

3-year-old John-- in the house, alone, and escorted her to the grocer where she could get cash on account.

Once she had the money, they took her to Justice of the peace, John E. Lowe’s court. The Judge asked for her
plea.

She didn't speak or understand English she was all alone, in a court room, which she knew nothing about.

“How do you plead? Guilty or not guilty?” asked Justice Lowe.

Louisa Reich can’t answer, she doesn’t understand. She has no way of knowing what they are asking of her or

what “guilty” means.

Shrank, snarling at her, tells her, “Plead guilty or go to jail!”



Jail! But Louisa is in America, not Russia. So, they do these things in America too, not just in Russia? “Guilty,”

she said with a heavy German accent.

“$10.65 to be paid immediately;” said the judge as he slammed down the gavel. She did not want to go to jail,

so she had to plead guilty to larceny. She did not understand any of the proceedings and only discovered later the

actual fine was $1.

But her thoughts quickly turn to her children, locked in and alone. She had to find a way to go home as quickly

as possible she had no transportation, but her boys would be frightened and unable to understand what had hap-

pened. What would John think when he returns?

After I found the articles in Newspapers.com, I needed to know more. My family had never discussed these

charges against my grandmother, so I investigated further and searched the court records as had the reporter Mrs.

Helen Gregory in 1913.

The courts records do not show Louisa’s name on any court records but did show my grandfather’s name, John,

appearing as the one who was fine for the offense described. He swore he was out of town seeking work and had

never appeared in Judge Lowe’s court — which there is no record showing he was present - or had no knowledge

of the event until his wife had to pay the money back to the grocer. The question is “could a wife appear in court,

plead guilty for a charge against her husband, and pay a fine for him without his knowledge or presence in court?”

The newspaper articles from 1913 and 1914 in Lincoln, Nebraska revealed a wealth of information about the

corruption and prejudice against not only toward Louisa but the immigrant Germans of Lincoln, Nebraska. I

wanted to know more - I wanted the real story.

P NEBRASKA STATE 30
GERMAN RUSSIANS ANGERED

THEATMENT IN JUSTICE COURT
AOT TO THEIR LIKING,

Thelr (msea Explained by Thelr
Friends—Takinmg Care of Thelr
s Orwn Feople.

After thirty-five Russlan-Germans
had pleaded gulity to the charge of
ling Burlington property, and had
pald an aggregate of near §400 in fines
there was one who ed ‘“mot
gullty.” John Michaels appeared in
Justice Lowe's court Monday with wn
mitorney. It was the first time aince
the rald on the settlement bogan, that
an attorney was in ovidence, Michaels
js a garbage man, He s well Dxed
a8 the wealth scale in the settlement
is considered, and bhak knowledge of
American customs and mode of pro-
cedure In courta of law,

That some of the men who entered
n plea and pald thelr fines were gulity
and knew they were gullty, s the al-
mission of the inhabltants of the
nelghborhood. That some of the oth-
ers were gullty without knowing it
and that a few were not even sullty
und yet paid fines Is another siate-
meént. The reasen they give for tha

EITHA AT Swemes ereg e mews we
payment of a fine when a trial  may
have been demanded, is that the ac-
cused judged America by Russia. They
had ggown accustomed to paying to

o minlons of the czar, fines in the

ture of hush money. They had
bought police protection In  Russld
and they sxpected to buy It in Amer-
jen. Mere, they were given the privi-
lege of pleading gullty or not gullty.
In Russin, that formality was dis-
pensed with, Home of the, men A&r-
rested and fined have been in this
country but m few months, They do

not know the laws, customs or pen=
altles exacted by our courts. hey
went Into court without a friend. 'l'ht's"I
were confused and afraid. When told|
that a plea of gullty might carry with |
it the minimum fine and costs while)
one of not gullty might mean many
times the amount, they pleaded |
guilty. |

Sixty men, including some of those
implicated in the complaint in justice
court, met Monday night at the North-
glde Nelghborhood _house. They dis-
cussed the rald among themselves and |
laid the foundation for & plan to-pul
the matter of their arrest before the|
public, They profess a belief  that |
they were not given a falr chance, and |
they want the publie to know ahcwtl
it. Indignation wus expressed over
scveral cases. The case of Louls Lehl, |
who It was claimed Dblockaded the|
doorway of his home and demanded
to ste o mearch warrant before he
would admit the deputies to make
the arrest of his brother, was dia-|
1t wan sald that while he was

annmaidd

From Nebraska State Journal Tuesday, December 23, 1913,

Lincoln, Nebraska

Mrs. Gregory documented the discrimi-
nation of German Russians living in Lincoln.
In her article of December 1913, more than 30
German Russians were rounded up and hauled
off to court in Lincoln, Nebraska on the charge
of larceny - stealing of railroad ties and lumber
from the Burlington Railroad. All were found
guilty and charged $10.65 in court costs — the
fine being $1 but the courts costs were $9.65 with
$4.95 to Justice Lowe and the remainder divided

up with various others including to Mr. Schrank.

Louisa was caught up in that December
‘roundup’ of Germans from Russia. Some of the
arrests took place at 10:00 at night, too late to
obtain help from a bails bond man - even if they
had known to do so. The newspaper reports said
the German Russians had all been found guilty

even though most had either purchased the ties



or had been to the dump to sort through for scraps.

Most of the people arrested were hopelessly ignorant of their rights. They only knew that had to pay $10.65 or

go to jail but in one case the astute special agent and deputy sheriff picked the wrong man.

Helen Gregory wrote an article about John Michaels, who was a respectable German Russian man, a garbage
collector and resident of Lincoln for some twenty years. “His honesty has never been questioned. He understands
a good deal of English and knows American ways. He refused to plead guilty although was strongly advised to
do so by those who were staging this little comedy. By the time his case came to trial his pastor and some of his
American friends had learned of his case and were present in the court. He understood that he was accused of
stealing some ties he had in his yard and was armed with a signed statements from the Missouri Pacific man who
had sold him the ties. With this (statement) his lawyer had thought he would be cleared without any legal advisor
present. But the detective declared that a pick and shovel had also been found on his premises marked with the
Burlington mark. Upon the advice of his friends, he sent for his lawyer. And without a word of evidence showing
him to be guilty he was assessed a fine and cost. The case was promptly appealed and has since been dismissed by

the county attorney.”

Men Were Ignorant.

" Most of the men arrested were hope-
i | lessly Ignor?lnt I(:z‘a.d their ﬂgshltlf.sﬁ They
i i ; only knew they to pay .66 or go
Schrank into his home. Lehl was hit over the head, and the ' % Jyail. Fit I oné case the astute epes
men entered the house and arrested him. cial agent and’ deputy sheriff picked
the wrong man.
. . ) . John Michels is a very respectable
The German Russian Community became incensed with man, a garbage collector, and resi-
dent of Lincoln for some twenty years,
l His honesty has never been ques- ||
judged the American system by that of Russia where they | tloned. He understands a good deal of |
English, and knows American ways. '
had to pay protection money and thought they had to do that He refused to plead guilty, although ||

/ do 80 b
in America too. They felt they had to plead guilty and pay a flfﬁ:asmsiro&gli aﬂv; f:?i t.o““:ll mﬂz '

Another similar case involved Louis Lehl. He demand-

ed a search warrant before he would admit the deputy and

the “roundup” and the actions against Mr. Lehl. They had

fine to prevent jail time. But the presences of an attorney, as  From Helen Gregory, August 13, 1913
in Mr. Michaels case, they learned they could procure assis-  Lincoln Journal Star, Lincoln, Nebraska

tance and make a great deal of difference.

Plans were developed to take action against Judge Lowe in the upcoming election. According to a Mr. Spahn,
first ward German Russian leader. “John Lowe is not going to claim a walk away in the November elections if the
German Russians can prevent it” They have a special grievance against the justice of the peace, and they refuse to
forget it. It all relates to the arrest of some 30 German Russians and the men who assisted Judge Lowe, Mr. Schrank
and Mr. Ress. They also know their community suffered the loss of better than $400 and whenever the justice’s

name is mentioned the facts are brought out in English or German.

According to the Nebraska State Journal, “The arrests and fines came as a blow after weeks of idleness after
returning from the beet fields. In several instances, the man who keeps the little corner grocery paid the fines of
his customers. He knew they had nothing with which to pay, and he trusted them whole winters at a time. Some of
the families had owed him as much as $150 when spring rolled around. When they returned from the beet fields
in the fall, they had always paid up, even if it took their last cent.”



COMPLAINS AGAINST ACTS
| OF JUSTICE JOHN E. LOWE|

LINCOLN, Neb, August 13.—Tothe
Pditor:. I am informed that a recent
political mesting of the German-Rus-
slan Family club, Justice of the Peace

omination at the coming

or to any cltizen of Lincoln to prove
that he had ever done an Injustice o
anyone appearing in his court. This
challenge could easily have had itm
response from the fAocor It those wWha
were anxious to speak had been glven
the opportunity. Blnce no such op-
portunity was given [ ask space In
your columns to siate a few facts

tion during the past year.

Durng December, 1913, thirty or
more CGerman-FRussians were arrested
and  brought before Jusilee Lowe
charged with stealing wood, tlea and
toola from the . B. & Q. mailway.
The newspapor reports sald that they
had all pleaded guilly and were fined.
1 knew a number of these people per-
ponally and was sure that some-mis-
take had been made, 1 knew too that
most of the men  werd RAWOOIMEM,
knowing almnet no Engllsh: that they
had been out of work for montha
Added to all this, most of them were
‘wtiil in debt for their-passage money.
and §1065, the amount of filne and
costs cach pald, was to them a large
sum,

The ]t‘ll'l.'l v.-me in;:;-ﬂ.nln‘.lt As
earefully as possible. s went to
thelr homes and talked with them. We
have some fifteen or twenly stale-
ments from thess people, whoss inno-

John E. Lowe, who la asking for re- |did
primaries,
ued a challenge to anyone present, |the

which have come under my observi-)

The C. B. & Q. rallway was bullding
a4 bridge over Balt creek on Weat T
wtreet. The company clalmed to have
lost some lumber thers and alss some
tools from the round houss, [ sup-
poss It was neceasary for thelr aps-
vlal agent to And the thief Tt has al-
ways been the hablt of the Oerman-
Russians (o0 buy old ties wherever they
could, not wsually from the Furting-
ton. Some of them had recelpta for
money pald. The population is shift-
tng, and when a  German-Russian
famlly moves to ithe fsrm or goes to
work In the beei fields they take only
thelr most personal things, frequently
#elling a house and all ils belongings
to_another family, Tt is the habit of
the women In the nelghbo o go
out to the dump severnl timea a wesk
to pick up old wood to burn, as they
can il afford coal

Mrs. R—— was home alona with her
two chidren on the mornloy of De-
cember 15, when Doepuly SBherlfT
Bchrank and the speclal agebl of the
Hurlington came o her !:muu. .Thu:

found Lthree old ties In the yard and
some pleces of wood, They asked her
and she sald her husband
bhad bought the tes and that she had
gone out o the dump to pick firewood
with some other women. 'l'boz passed
the new bridge and were told by the
boss that they could have the scraps,
a0 they plcked up the small plecea
about and even waded (nto the creek
to pick up foating pleces, greatly to
ihe amusement of t workmen who
laughed and kicked more lolo the
waler for them.

The deputy sheri sald she would
have to come to court and pay a fine

‘and she must bring $10.65 with ber,

thereby assuming even before trial,
that the court wourd Mnd ber gullty.
Bhe sald her husband was ook -
ing for work and that she no
money. But they told her she must get
it or gu to jail. So they left her two
chiffdren—cne o year and & half old
and one three yedrs old—Ilocked LA the
house alone, -took her to her grocer.
where she borrowed the money.

They then brought her up to Justice
lowe's courl. This judge, “who han
never done amyond an injustice in his
court,” allowed this woman—two
vearas over from Russia, who did not
understand the simplest English. who
wans as Ignorant of court procedurs as
a little child, unaccompanied by her
hushand or any *friend, and with no
interpreter except the man who ar-
reated her and was hﬂl}lr.pul.d l‘l‘l‘l 'I.'ﬂ!

From August 3, 1914, Lincoln Journal Star

Helen Gregory wrote, “It may be that Justice Lowe was technically justified in these cases. I am not a lawyer,
but I believe there are others, like myself, who believe that in a court supported by fines and costs by the loser, from
whose decisions only those who have money can afford to appeal, it is absolutely essential that we have a man for
judge whose sense of justice is developed as well as his knowledge of law. It is the duty of the American voter to
see to it that the unsophisticated foreigner: the “stranger within our gates,” has a square deal in our courts, and that
he is not put at the mercy of men who are openly prejudiced against him simply because he is of a certain class or

nationality”

Aided by numerous accusations, including those from the German Russian Community, and the accusation of
“Cruelty” by Judge Lowe’s wife, Judge Lowe was defeated in the 1914 election. Along with his defeat were several
other enemies of the German Russian community, Mr. Nick Ress, who was thought to be a “shoe in” if Lowe was

defeated. However, Nick Ress failed to win election due to the organized German Russian action.

And why? Because he was an active supporter of judge Lowe and Mr. Schrank, in their actions against German



JEACHES END OF HIS TERM

uxticve Lowe Telln How Money Rolls

intoe Oiflee.

Justice John E. Lowe is serving his
st day in office. Thursday morning
. B. Clark will succeed him and uaet
5 one of Lincoln's two justices of the
pace. Justice Lowe has been in office
aree years, holding over one yvear be-
ause of the passage of the biennial
ection law. During the three years

¢ bas docketed over 3,000 civil and
ver 1,000 eriminal cases.

According to the sitatement of the
tiring justice the gros receipts of
e oftice each wear have run from
00 to $4.000 a4 year. He figured his
penses at about §8§00 n  wvear for
ce rent, services of u stenographer,
tionery and necessary books, The
come of n justice comes from fees.
e may Dbe a good collector yet he
metimes waits a long time for these
es to get into his hands in the form
cash. Justice Lowe is still paying
‘er to Bruce Fullerton fees that ac-
ved during the two vears Fuller-

n's term though the latter has been
it of hffice for three veare

HAPPY UNTIL HER
HUSBAND GOT OFFICE

Then Mrs. Lowe Alleges
Justice Lowe Became
Cruel

Gertrude M. Lowe, sucd for & al-
vorce in distridt court recently by
John E. Lowe, filed an answer and
cross petition Wednesday, Mrs. Lowe

asks for a divorce herself on grounds
of cruelty and non-support,

The defendant alleges that despite
the foct that the plaintiff s earning
from $200 to $200 a month as a prac-
ticing attorney and Jjustice of the

e, u% he himsell has told her, that

has fulled to provide sultable 'sup-
port for hersell and minor child
that she has been largely dependent
upon her paremig. :

Mra. Lowe alleges that up until the
time her husband was elected fa
of the peace, that were ha
together in thelr hoime but that since
he has come Into offlee he has been
exiramely cruel to her. Bhe alleges
that he is in the habit of coming home
late at night in & hack and replying Lo
her queries with vile names and the
assertion that it was none of her busi-

neas.
Mra T.owae alleses ihat when sha

From January 6, 1915, Lincoln Journal Star

From January 8, 1913, Lincoln Journal
Star

Russians.

All these stories awakened and empowered the German Russian community. They now knew there were other

ways to handle these problems.






