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German America, Transnationalism,
and the Murder of Albert Molitor

Introduction

When Lake Huron froze over in the winter of 1874, Presque Isle County,
Michigan, once again fell under the near-unmitigated control of Albert
Molitor. Molitor, described posthumously in newspapers as a lecherous
and wrathful Prussian-style aristocrat, has been imagined by illustrations
of his upturned chin and strutting stallion. In Presque Isle, however, he
was immortalized by the shroud of his death at the hands of a coalition of
townspeople. On the last day of July 1891, Wilhelm Repke, a farmer in the
township of Moltke, Michigan,' confessed that he and at least a dozen other
local men had been responsible for the fatal shooting of Albert Molitor and his
assistant, Edward Sullivan, on August 23, 1875.7 Shortly thereafter, Friedrich
Sorgenfrei, Gottlob Mende, and Carl Wiesegardt, all German settlers in the
area, confessed their own guilt and provided testimony to the prosecutor®
that corroborated Repke’s original claim. Several other suspects: Heinrich
Jacobs, August Grossmann, and Andrew E. Banks were named. The intrigue
of Repke’s confession intensified the mystery of Molitor’s death and brought
long-awaited condemnation of the murder.

Repke’s testimony in court alleged that he and twelve other men* gathered
on the night of August 23rd to kill Molitor, going together in secrecy, on the
pain of death, to Molitor’s residence in Rogers City to carry out their plan.®
Andrew Banks, Repke said, told him days prior that if Molitor continued
getting his way, they'd have to abandon their prospects there.® Repke’s broader
defense, that he was leveraged into joining Banks’ posse on the evening of the
crime, did not hold up in court. He, Végler, Jacobs, and Grossmann were
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convicted of murder, subsequently receiving life sentences at the state prison
in Jackson. In 1897, however, a board tasked with advising the Governor on
the merits of potential legal pardons wrote the following of Albert Molitor:

...[Governor Pingree] should be advised as to the social and
business conditions in Presque Isle county at the time of the
commission of this crime, and the influences that brought
it about...[Molitor] brought with him certain people of his
own nationality but of more lowly birth...as he needed...or
his interests demanded. ... induced others of the same class. ..
to settle in [his] near vicinity. He thus built up a community
of which he became the veritable lord and master. To his
equals he was courteous and companionable, but to those
whom he deemed his inferiors he was a despot.... He
played well the role of lord and master and seemed to regard
these people as slaves; and he became known as the “King
of Presque Isle” and “The Royal Bastard,” it being claimed
that he was the illegitimate son of the King of Wurtemberg
[sic]. He seemed to control the officials of the county and
dictated the levying of taxes... used public money in his
private business.”

The recommendation, heeded by Governor Pingree, is remarkable because
rather than revisiting the merits of Repke’s defense, it reframes the affair
around Molitor’s behavior. Molitor’s death was the last of many controversies
associated with his name. Andrew E. Banks, a lawyer, and Hermann Hoft,
a merchant, were blamed by Repke for allegedly pursuing Molitor’s removal
for selfish reasons, while the rest were made to play along. Given what was
concluded in 1897 on the conditions leading up to the crime, it is unlikely
that the case was so simple. The Presque Isle County community was isolated,
but its people belonged to a broader German American community that had
grown considerably during times of German upheaval. After 1830, Germans
arrived in numbers exceeding 10,000 a year, every year for much of the 19th
century.® As is implicitly recognized by the advisory board’s assessment, it is
fruitful to reexamine these events within this context. Grounding this story
in the environment of German America and its history, it would be more
apt to describe Molitor’s project as nearing German feudalism and thus to
understand the crime as a political response related to contemporary German
political violence.
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“The King of Presque Isle County”: Albert Molitor

Albert was born on February 2, 1842, in Stuttgart. His mother Franziske
Amalie Schmid (1808 —77),’ it was alleged, was attached to the staff of Queen
Pauline von Wiirttemberg,'* and it was at this time, it is erroneously claimed,
that Albert was conceived by Schmid and King Wilhelm I of Wiirttemberg."'
He was baptized Albert Joseph von Molitor at the Leonhardskirche in
Stuttgart on April 25, the day of his mother’s marriage to Joseph Cleander
von Molitor (1794-1862,)"* a knight, chancery officer of Wiirttemberg’s
Royal Treasury' and Oberlentnant in its army. The rumor of his high birth
was unsubstantiated but largely accepted in America and an important part of
his public persona, defining how he was seen by members of his community
and standing as a striking poetic parallel to his position in local politics and
economy. Young Albert grew up in the minor nobility and had two younger
siblings, Caroline (1843-1930)'* and Eduard (1847-1928.)"

In 1861, Molitor, an Oberguide and cadet member of Wiirttemberg’s
general staff, was court-martialed and jailed for 14 days for unauthorized en-
try into a government office and the improper, though determinately benign,
use of 1:25,000 and 1:50,000 scale plans of the confederal fortress at Ulm.'®
This episode seems to have prompted Molitor’s flight to North America. Dur-
ing the Civil War, Molitor was a lieutenant in the 13th Independent Battery
of the New York Light Artillery in the XI Corps under the command of
Franz Sigel, a revolutionary from Baden. In September 1862, Molitor was
accused of insubordination and bad behavior by Captain Julius Dieckmann
and summoned to be court-martialed.”” Molitor was not seriously punished.
His military credentials led to his assignment to the U.S. Lake Survey® as an
assistant engineer, charged first with surveying the Lake Erie shoreline around
Sandusky, Ohio in 1864." Despite a favorable outcome, Molitor’s two mili-
tary reprimands are the earliest instances of his controversial behavior.

It is through the Lake Survey that Molitor would eventually meet Wil-
liam Evans Rogers (1846-1913)* and, with his backing, founded the Moli-
tor—Rogers Company, which was responsible for establishing and populating
Rogers City.?! With the absence of functional rail infrastructure connecting
the furthest northerly towns with the rest of Lower Michigan, the company
controlled the traffic of commodities and services (including food),” making
Presque Isle into what was essentially Molitor’s county. Molitor’s personal
grip on life in Rogers City and outlying areas was especially tight during the
harsh winters, when the natural port at Rogers City freezes, rendering the
region, then unconnected by land, totally cut off from maritime commerce
and at the complete mercy of Molitor, who was rich enough to hoard ample
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supplies for the winter. Molitor also influenced local government, stunting
the already small probability of independent oversight of his actions.

In 1871, Molitor claimed the title of Township Supervisor, despite a legal
dispute of its results from Leonard C. Crawford,” of Crawford’s Quarry, the
rival seat of political power to Rogers City.* In 1873, the Alpena Circuit
Court ruled that Molitor and allied public officials did not have to repay
Alpena County for a regimen of exorbitant, pre-paid public salaries, which
angered taxpayers.” In 1874, Molitor and his brother-in-law, Henry Cloth-
ier, were accused of kidnapping Hortensia Karle and her infant daughter,
Walpurga,® in an attempt to prevent her from suing Molitor for breaching
the terms of an unspecified arrangement.” Molitor originally sent for Karle
from Wiirttemberg, allegedly promising to marry the woman, with whom,
she said, he'd been previously involved.?® The case was dismissed after Moli-
tor’s death,” and so the charges were never proven. Another incident, leading
up to the shooting of Molitor, describes a situation where he, then treasurer,
refused to produce the township ledgers, and was surrounded at his residence
by a mob of between two and three hundred people who presented him with
gallows and threatened to execute him.** The mob, most likely made up of
Germans, serves as a demystifying prelude to what would eventually transpire
in September 1875. In addition to owning several lumbering patents and
controlling local industries,” Molitor’s image signaled to notions of power
resonant with German political tradition. Combining this with his naviga-
tion of local law, closeness with elites like Rogers, and the deliberate effort
to coalesce a community of prospective German homesteaders beneath him,
Molitor sought to constitute a political project that built a miniature German
fiefdom in the Northern Michigan frontier for himself to control.

Feudalistic Conditions among the Presque Isle German Settlers

Molitor’s political project was predicated upon his image and the Old
World power it represented. The language of the recommendation for Repke’s
pardon places this at the center of the anti-Molitor movement, explaining
that Repke’s circumstances were the circumstances of an entire communi-
ty. Repke gave the names of twelve other men: August Grossmann, August
Fuhrmann, Heinrich Jacobs, August Barabas, Carl Vogler, Carl Wiesegardst,
Gottlob Mende, Friedrich Tuljetzki, Stephan Rieger, Friedrich and Ferdinand
Bruder, and Friedrich Sorgenfrei. The defense rested upon the narrative that
the accused were merely caught between Molitor and Hoft and his lieutenant,
Banks, who manipulated them. The court, however, ruled that the accused
had not been coerced into acting.’* Indeed, the group shared more in com-
mon than living beneath Albert Molitor. Most conspirators were common-
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ers from rural Prussia. Mende and Fuhrmann® were from Prussian Saxony.
Wiesegardt,* Barabas,” Rieger,* Tuljetzki,” Grossmann,* and Repke® were
all Prussians from the rural east. Vogler® and brothers Friedrich and Ferdi-
nand Bruder were from Nearer Pomerania.*' Sorgenfrei was from Holstein,*?
Heinrich Jacobs came from Mecklenburg-Schwerin,” and Andrew Banks was
Bavarian. Hermann Hoft, though never named as a suspect, was from West
Prussia.*

The settlers had been driven to the Presque Isle area by the involvement
of Detroit’s German community in procuring homesteads to settle and work
up north. In 1870, immigrants from the German states made up around
48%" of what was then Rogers Township. Of that number, 83.8% were from
Prussian provinces (including Schleswig-Holstein, recorded separately in the
census.) A smaller 7.6% were from Wiirttemberg, and the remaining ~8.6%
were from Hesse-Darmstadt, Royal and Ernestine Saxony, Bavaria, Mecklen-
burg-Schwerin, and Baden. More German immigrants would arrive through
the 1870s and into the 1880s as more of the county became organized. Land
procurement directly from survey through the General Land Office made
theoretically for the equitable distribution of arable land. Many of the settlers
had been peasant laborers on estates originating in the widespread feudalism
of the previous century. Though proprietary rights were granted to the Prus-
sian peasantry by the 1807-8 Stein-Hardenberg Reforms,* in practice, most
peasants would never own a hectare. Serfdom was abolished, but the petty
noble classes in Prussia were still represented disproportionately in the land-
transfer economy, even absent of true feudal estates.”” Concessions to land-
owning aristocrats at the expense of land reform particularly impacted those
in rural areas more vulnerable to exclusion by agricultural modernization.*
Accordingly, settlers like Repke, a weaver by trade,* and Fuhrmann, who was
a small farmer,”® would have been familiar with Molitor’s overbearing style.

The relationship between land and peasant in Wiirttemberg, whence came
the second largest section of Presque Isle’s German population in 1870, was
much different. Peasants there had more considerable freedom of movement
and were subjects of the crown, rather than the feudal landlords, before the
abolition of serfdom.”" Thus, the exploitative dynamic between peasants and
landlords that, with the purview of Prussian conservatism, maintained the
systemic disposition of the rural peasantry well past emancipation, was not so
in Wiirttemberg. Bavaria, Saxony, and the Central German principalities all
similarly dissolved old systems of feudal lordship, though without large suc-
cess. Eastern Prussia remained underdeveloped until the late 19th century.”?
Given Molitor’s origin in the petty elite of Wiirttemberg, where royal power
outsized local lords, it is apt that expressions of Molitor’s power evoked no-
tions of royalty. It is further expected that Molitor’s image was given power by
rumored royal heritage, rather than his provable noble roots. The Northern
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Michigan frontier, where thousands of acres of newly surveyed land created
codependent booms in timber and agriculture, grew with the expectation of a
reward for the risk of preliminary settlement. Molitor was no exception, and
neither were Detroit’s Germans. His scheme, recognized by the 1897 pardon
and enshrined in his legacy, took advantage of the gap between his and other
settlers’ expectations. By design, Molitor deigned himself to live as one of the
colonists and thus ensured the formation of a clique against him.

At least one German-language account demonstrates sensitivity to the
notion of an anti-Molitor political movement in a German political context.
Published not in the wake of Repke’s bombshell confession, but rather mere
days after Molitor was attacked, the St. Louis-based Anzeiger des Westens, ed-
ited by Carl Dinzer, speculated that Molitor’s killing was motivated by the
anger of a clique of Pomeranian farmers who felt cheated by his monopolistic
business practices.” The Anzeiger characterized the row as part of a broader
pattern of unrest throughout the United States, citing high tensions following
the sudden removal of Molitor from the community’s affairs as part of a larg-
er pattern of instability.’* Dinzer’s newspaper thus seemed to acknowledge
the huge role played by Molitor and the potential of his behavior to create
enemies, while also taking into consideration the group dynamics of the set-
tlement in German terms. Noting that most of the conspirators, and indeed,
many of the community members, were from the poorer, more remote, and
more heavily exploited parts of Prussia, the Anzeiger’s early account stands out
as an address of the affair of Molitor’s death as a political phenomenon. Din-
zer, a vocal German polemic in his own right, likely would’ve sympathized
with the anti-Molitor clique and a polemical interpretation of the crime.

The consideration of the German American press attests, as noted by
Moritz Wagner and Carl Scherzer in 1854, to the political syncretism cre-
ated by the massive migration of Germans to North America during the 19th
century. As Molitor’s compatriots left the Old World at least partly behind,
Molitor brought much of it with him. The symbol of Molitor, a child out
of royal wedlock, banished into the lower aristocracy and removed from his
homeland, connected Molitor’s controversial reputation, disputes with rivals,
and finally, the drama of his death, to a history of power in Germany that was
less noticeable to English Americans. For example, a writer for the English-
language Detroit Free Press gave his role in the settler community a utilitarian
slant, writing that Molitor “furnished [the settlers] with outfits for farming,
gave them supplies.... carried them along from year to year on credit, taking
pay for advances in labor, logs, cedar posts, farm produce, or whatever else
the newly arrived colonists could pay in”° while also taking upon himself
“the management of political affairs in the county”™” supposedly due to the
unfamiliarity of the fresh colonists with American law.>®
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As the supervisor of Rogers Township, Molitor sought the unequal taxa-
tion by the county of Belknap and Moltke Townships® in order to pay for
the improvement of what was essentially his estate.” The account, which
places Molitor’s death at the junction of the necessary burden of responsi-
bility and the workaday disagreements entailed by managing his enterprise,
literally describes the system of proprietary paternalism lived by the settlers
themselves before coming to the United States. This may have been lost on
most of Michigan’s reading public (and probably was on the writing and edi-
torial staff of the Detroit Free Press) because they did not experience serfdom
nor its consequences as Germans did. It was, however, palpable in the minds
of those caught up in Molitor’s venture, and recognition of this was clear in
Governor Pingree’s pardon as it sought facts about what was simultaneously
very sensational and very secretive.

Relevant Political Forces in German America

The Molitor plot may very well have rubbed up against radical ideas in
German political culture, and indirect parallels exist. Karl Peter Heinzen’s
essay Der Mord, published as a pamphlet in 1848, was wrought with brazen
calls to violence against lords in the German Confederation. To Heinzen,
who was known in German America, the conditions in Germany were inher-
ently violent and provocative.' Heinzen himself is sometimes regarded as a
progenitor of modern political violence,®* having written that human history
was the history of killing and its rationale.®® Indeed, Heinzen’s flippant and
violent rhetoric echoed through several members of the conspiracy. A son
of Tuljetzki claimed that Repke praised his and Tuljetzki’s decision to par-
ticipate in the gruesome deed as good and courageous.® Banks, Repke said
on the stand, told him that their posse of twelve constituted a jury® which,
while taken literally for Repke’s defense, probably should’ve been interpreted
symbolically. Furthermore, popular heroes of German America like Friedrich
Hecker, Carl Schurz, and Franz Sigel had their origins as agitators in Germa-
ny’s nationalist revolution. Other German issues, such as Germany’s national
conversation about the role and shape of monarchy remained relevant to the
Germans of North America, even in rural communities, and saw public con-
tribution from the likes of Heinzen.® One cannot say that the Presque Isle
men were dyed-in-the-wool radicals, or even overtly engaged in radical poli-
tics. It must be noted, however, that Andrew Banks, a lawyer who served in
several official capacities after Molitor’s death was almost certainly educated
and could have been touched by radical politics in Germany.®’

Forty-eighters became central figures of German America,*® which itself
was comprised of extensive institutions. A comprehensive German press, a
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host of beneficiary societies and fraternal organizations, and the Evangelical
Lutheran Church, all at their strongest in the mid-19th century,” would’ve
served to connect the Presque Isle settlers with a rich community extending
far beyond their neighborhood chapel or the local German clubs of Detroit.
The absence of any involvement by non-Germans, who were subjected to
similar conditions and made up over half of the population of the area in
1870, warrants considering that the response on the part of the Germans was
informed by a broader perspective which was not shared with their English-
and French-speaking neighbors. Nevertheless, German America exhibited
tendencies towards certain stances based on its syncretic political experience.
For instance, Zachary Stuart Garrison asserts that German Americans tended
to liken chattel slavery and the preeminence of a planter aristocracy in the
South to European feudalism” and were often opposed to slavery based on
European, rather than North American political sensibilities.”! Germans dif-
fered on support for abolition, but certainly had views that fused their lived
experiences on each continent: Joseph Diinnebacke, a Westphalian Catholic
from Dallas, Michigan, for instance, wrote in 1862 that the Civil War was
destroying everything and expressed intense frustration both around his view
that abolitionists, forty-eighters among them, caused the fighting, and that
political incompetence had prevented Southern defeat.”” Additionally, Ger-
man American organizations during the 19th century, including Detroit’s
German workers™ clubs held and participated in Thomas Paine anniversary
celebrations, as influential German Americans saw their politics in his writ-
ings.”> German America was transnational: German Americans were shaped
by their closeness to Germany, a fact that must be strongly considered when
thinking about the fate of Albert Molitor.

The many German American institutions that facilitated the mainte-
nance of the German community in the United States were consequentially
influenced by political overtures in Germany. The Evangelical Church is per-
haps the largest of such institutions. What would become the German state
church, the Prussian Union of Churches, was created in 1817 by the King
of Prussia and sought to mend organizational and theological rifts between
Lutheran and Calvinist sects within the body of Prussia’s Evangelical majority.
Its early supporters were mostly statists and conservatives. Naturally, dissent-
ers to state oversight granted by the tenets of the Prussian Union, like Fried-
rich Schleiermacher, became symbols of liberal resistance to the encroach-
ment of Friedrich Wilhelm III’s conservative rule, particularly in the early
1800s.”* Some opponents of rationalism and statist church doctrines, or pi-
etists, were anti-authoritarian” and were often moralists. The political break
between rational traditionalists in state institutions and pietists, and then
within pietism between church unionists and non-unionists, and further still
between pro- and anti-absolutist articulations of the anti-union opposition,
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was important in German church politics. Such debates would have led many
German American churches into one position or the other. Opponents of the
Union, like Ferdinand Walther,”® were influential in the Missouri Synod, to
which many of the local and Detroit churches associated with the Presque Isle
Germans, belonged. In their positions of influence in German communities
like that of Presque Isle (which had several professionally trained German
clergymen,)” the politics of the church would have been felt in the commu-
nities themselves: five of the conspirators, including Banks, were founding
trustees of the Immanuel Church, a Missourian church, in Moltke.”® Indeed,
the politics of German Lutheranism, despite rejecting forty-eighter radical-
ism, played a role in constructing and disseminating German political dis-
course throughout German-speaking communities in the United States.””

Conclusion

The saga of Albert Molitor was a tragedy. Molitor’s unceremonious and
mysterious death was a matter of the utmost secrecy and, once its nature
was uncovered, intense speculation and sensationalism. Similarly, Molitor’s
killers, according to the pardon advisory board, suffered immensely under
Molitor’s conduct. While the murderers had their personal grievances, the
collective anti-Molitor conspiracy is aptly placed in the transnational space
between Germany and the United States. The conspirators came to the Unit-
ed States to live in American society but were thrust back into the throes of
their old lives by Molitor, whose greatest capacity to control could only be
understood through the lens of German America as a community. While we
may never know exactly what happened on August 23, 1875, it is an inter-
esting story about German America. It makes an undeniable case about the
transnationalism of Germans living in the United States: a fact that played
a clear role in the way Molitor cast himself and the way he was seen by his
community. Above all, it tells us that transnationalism is not the seamless
slide between cultures. Rather, cultures meld and conflict in various ways.
In general, indicators of this are clear: the German appeal of Thomas Paine,
the overlap of abolitionism and the forty-eighters, and the sundered views of
German Americans on both German and American political discourse, show
points of congruence—and tension—between the dual worlds of German
America. Symbols of the Molitor murder, like Banks™ “twelve-man jury” and
the notion of Molitor both as a lumber baron and as a runaway aristocrat
provide us an example of messy syncretism of German America.

Eastern Michigan University
Ypsilanti, Michigan
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