It's Wednesday, November 27, 2019. In today's issue: crime and scandal in
1910s Kearney; human head effigy; History Nebraska Awards; the latest from
our blog and social media; and holiday events.

We thought about sharing something heartwarming
for Thanksgiving, but chose this instead.
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Thousands of dollars are missing in Kearney, but who is the thief? Is it the
trusted postal clerk, or his good friend the former sheriff? This story of betrayal
includes a Christmas burglary, a sensational trial, and a Thanksgiving verdict.
Happy holidays! Keep reading.

Carved from stone, this effigy of a human head wearing headgear was found in
Webster County. It belonged to a small farming community dating to the 1200s.
The weeping eye and ballplayer motifs are typical of the Mississippian culture,
a civilization that flourished in the midwestern, eastern, and southeastern
United States.
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We know all of this thanks to the efforts of Nebraska's archeologists. Our new
exhibit at the Nebraska History Museum, Piecing Together the Past, tells the
story of this and many other artifacts. Learn more.

2020 Nebraska History Awards
Help us honor those who preserve, share, and teach Nebraska history.
Nominations are open the 2020 Annual History Nebraska Awards. The
presentation will take place at the Nebraska History Museum on Wednesday,
February 19, 2020, during the Nebraska State Historical Society Foundation’s
Legislative Reception.
Tell us about the deserving people you know. Keep reading.
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Popular on our blog/social media:







What’s the best place to build the Navy’s largest inland munitions
depot during WWII? Hastings, Nebraska, of course.
Much of eastern Nebraska was carved by glaciers. Sometimes the
evidence is too big to miss.
It’s not too late for a good Halloween prank, so you may want to park
your buggy in the shed.
Check out the latest painting restoration by History Nebraska’s Ford
Center.
If our archeologists recently found...a turtle?
Check out the “saloonn” in one of the earliest known photos of
Scottsbluff.

Upcoming events
Join us on December 8 as we step
back in time and explore one of the
oldest remaining buildings in Lincoln!
Read more about this and other
December events.
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Complete articles:

Did the Sheriff Commit the Crime?
Thousands of dollars are missing in Kearney, but who is the thief? Is it the trusted
postal clerk, or his good friend the former sheriff? This story of betrayal includes a
Christmas burglary, a sensational trial, and a Thanksgiving verdict. Happy holidays!
By David L. Bristow, Editor
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Photo: "A new fad of the Kearney sheriff and chief of police Trindle when a bad man
strikes the city." Photo by Solomon D. Butcher, 1905. History Nebraska RG2608-02935

Who is the “bad man” in this photo? Is it the man in the striped overalls? Or is he
just playacting while Buffalo County sheriff Walter Sammons (right) and Kearney
police chief John Trindle (left) congratulate themselves for roughing up suspicious
characters?

Photographer Solomon Butcher—subject of a Nebraska History Museum
exhibit through June 1, 2020—said he made this photo in 1905. Nine years later one
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of the men pictured here was involved in a sensational trial that shocked the
community.
***
Walter Sammons was elected Buffalo County Sheriff in November 1905. Only 27
years old, he was already respected as a tough and fearless deputy. He was also a
Nebraska National Guard officer and a Spanish-American War veteran.[1]
As a deputy Sammons not only chased criminals, but also harassed those who
looked like they might be. One day he and Police Chief Trindle “picked up a couple
of extremely suspicious young fellows at the Union Pacific depot,” said the Kearney
Hub on April 15, 1905. In their pockets the men had some ads for companies dealing
in explosives. Since “neither of them could exhibit as much as a nickel,” a local judge
sentenced them to thirty days in jail for vagrancy.
It was how things were done. The photo above looks like it was taken in summer,
but was probably based on similar circumstances.
***
Sammons spent part of Christmas Day 1913 drinking in a local bar with his buddy
Delbert Smith. By then Sammons had completed three terms as sheriff, had risen to
lieutenant colonel in the Guard, and was working as a claims adjustor for the Union
Pacific Railroad.[2] He had a wife and five-year-old daughter at home.
Smith was a clerk at the local post office. He mentioned that the office had just
received a special package containing a $5,000 bank transfer. It sat in the post
office safe until the banks opened after the holiday.[3]
When the post office opened the next morning, the money was gone, a window was
open, and there were footprints in the snow. Sammons quickly volunteered to help.
He spent six hours a day with postal investigators, advising against the use of
bloodhounds, and suggesting a half dozen local residents as suspects.[4]
***
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Postal inspectors soon came to believe that the footprints and open window were
red herrings. It looked like an inside job. Sammons then mentioned that the
postmaster’s son had an arrest record, and suggested the names of other post
office employees. But he didn’t mention Delbert Smith.[5]
Smith’s wife noticed that he wasn’t eating or sleeping. On January 4 he confessed to
the postal inspector and other officials—but said he hadn’t acted alone.[6]
Smith said the burglary had been Sammons’ idea. Sammons asked Smith for the
office key and safe combination so he could do the job himself. He said they’d split
the money.
“I can fix the whole affair so no suspicion will ever be directed to you,” Sammons
said, according to Smith. “I will go on the case in the morning when the theft is
discovered, and I can keep the government men from suspecting you. I am just as
smart as those men….”[7]
Sammons was arrested later that day, but was Smith telling the truth?
“No two young men in the county have stood higher in the esteem of as many
people,” said the Kearney Hub. [8]
But the paper noted that even before even before the confession “the clues had
already begun to point” toward Sammons and Smith. Postal inspectors believed
Smith “fell a victim to a holiday drink and the suggestions of a supposed friend.”[9]

9

Photo: Kearney Post Office under construction in 1907. Today the building is home to
the Museum of Nebraska Art and is listed on the National Register of Historic Places.
Photo by Solomon D. Butcher. History Nebraska RG2608-0-2455
***
But Sammons didn’t get roughed up and run out of town. It took the better part of a
year for his case to come to trial in federal court in Omaha. Out on bond, he
assembled a powerful legal team led by a former US senator and assisted by two
judges.[10]
By the time jury selection began on November 16, more than 40 witnesses had
arrived for the prosecution and defense. With families, reporters, and friends
present, it looked like half of Kearney was filling downtown Omaha streets, cafes,
theaters, and hotels.[11]
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Delbert Smith told his story from the witness stand. Sammons’ team said Smith
stole the money himself, but multiple witnesses vouched for Smith’s whereabouts
on the night of the burglary. And the footprints in the snow were too small to have
been made by Smith but not by Sammons.[12] Other witnesses cast doubt on
Sammons’ alibi.
But Sammons himself remained cool and collected. He took the stand and testified
that he had confronted Smith after the arrests:
“I told him I had come to appeal to all that was good and manly in him to exonerate
me by telling the truth. Smith began crying and his whole frame was convulsed with
sobs. He cried, ‘Don’t! Don’t! I cannot talk to you when you speak to me that way.’ …
‘They made me tell that story and I’m afraid to change it now for fear they’ll hang
me…”[13]
Who would the jury believe? Both men had their stories, and the money was still
missing.
But the trial started going badly for Sammons. One witness said he’d overheard
Sammons telling his brother that he didn’t think Smith “would squeal on
me.”[14] Then it came out that Sammons’ team had paid at least one witness, a man
who hadn’t even been in Kearney at the time of the burglary. Another defense
witness was confronted with his own criminal record, denied it under oath, and
wound up facing perjury charges. Sammons was even accused of jury tampering.[15]
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Photo: Sammons' trial was held in the Omaha Post Office, which doubled as a federal
courthouse and office building. Built in 1898, the landmark building at 16th and Dodge
was demolished in 1966. History Nebraska RG3348-6-388
***
The ten-day trial ended on Thanksgiving morning.
“I feel pretty good,” Sammons said as he arrived to hear the verdict. The jury had
deliberated only a few hours and Sammons believed that meant acquittal.
But he turned pale and gripped the edges of a table when the verdict of “guilty” was
read.[16]
Smith had already pleaded guilty and said he was anxious to atone for his part of
the robbery. Most Kearneyites believed his story. Smith was sentenced to six
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months in jail and a $500 fine. Students at the Kearney teachers’ college offered to
board with his wife to help her make a living while Smith was in prison.
No such offer was made for Sammons.[17]
Sammons’ request for a new trial was denied.[18] Thanks to his status and
connections, he had been granted every presumption of innocence, along with the
sort of legal representation that ordinary defendants could only dream of. Unlike
the poor drifters he used to harrass, he didn’t look like a “bad man.” He apparently
thought it would be easy to pin the crime on one of his less worthy neighbors.
Instead, the former sheriff was sentenced to two-and-half years in the federal
penitentiary in Leavenworth, Kansas. He died in California in 1942.[19]

The Sammons case has an ironic postscript. Look at this painting from the
collections of the Museum of Nebraska Art. Why would MONA have an obviously
non-Nebraska redwood forest scene?
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It was painted by Carl Sammons (1883-1968), a Kearney native who became a
successful landscape artist in California. Carl might not appreciate the irony, but
his painting is housed in the same building that his brother burglarized in 1913.
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