
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 Sherriff 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.

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 
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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.”

Another similar case involved Louis Lehl. He demand-
ed a search warrant before he would admit the deputy and 
Schrank into his home. Lehl was hit over the head, and the 
men entered the house and arrested him.

The German Russian Community became incensed with 
the “roundup” and the actions against Mr. Lehl. They had 
judged the American system by that of Russia where they 
had to pay protection money and thought they had to do that 
in America too. They felt they had to plead guilty and pay a 
fine to prevent jail time. But the presences of an attorney, as 
in Mr. Michaels case, they learned they could procure assis-
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.”
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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 
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Russians.

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