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friederike baer

German Americans, Nativism, and the 
Tragedy of Paul Schoeppe, 1869–1872 
The history of this “Schoeppe case” ought to be written and published. . . . 
The facts are familiar, but they should be put on record in historical form. 
—New York Observer and Chronicle, July 8, 1875

On January 28, 1869, Maria Steinecke, an unmarried, wealthy woman 
in her late sixties, died in her room in Mr. Burkholder’s hotel in Carlisle, 
Pennsylvania. Steinecke, a native of Carlisle but resident of Baltimore, was 
in town to see Dr. Paul Schoeppe, a German physician in his late twenties, 
who had been in Carlisle for less than nine months. Steinecke had met 
Schoeppe in 1868, when, on a visit to her hometown, she consulted him for 
medical advice. Their relationship soon grew more intimate, and over the 
fall and winter of 1868 and 1869, Steinecke began to pay frequent visits to 
Carlisle and to Schoeppe. She was under his medical care when she sud-
denly died.

Her death did not initially arouse suspicions of foul play. However, it 
was not long before rumors began to circulate that Schoeppe may have had 
something to do with her demise. Steinecke was wealthy; her will speci-
fi ed that she leave her fortune of about $40,000 to a number of charities 
and a few relatives and friends. What raised suspicion was that soon after 
her death Schoeppe produced another will, which left the entire estate to 
himself and made him the sole executor. Steinecke’s signature on the short 
and clumsily written document looked nothing like those written on her 
other papers. The two witnesses who had cosigned the new will, more-
over, were Schoeppe and his father, a Lutheran pastor serving a German 
congregation in Carlisle. It seemed as though either Schoeppe had duped 
the elderly woman into leaving everything to him, or he had forged the 
document altogether. When he refused to have her body disinterred and 
examined at his own expense in order to clear his name, the local authori-
ties arrested the young physician and ordered the exhumation themselves.1

Parts of the victim’s intestines were sent for examination to William 
P. A. Aiken, a physician and professor of chemistry at the University at 
Maryland Medical School in Baltimore. By the time Aiken received the 
stomach, Steinecke had been dead for two weeks, making a detection of 
a number of poisons and medicine highly unlikely. Indeed, Aiken could 
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not fi nd any evidence of morphine, which Schoeppe was believed to have 
administered to the victim. He claimed, however, to have detected a small 
trace of prussic acid, now better known as hydrogen cyanide, an extremely 
poisonous substance. The prosecution combined Aiken’s testimony with 
circumstantial evidence and an apparent motive—the prospect of a con-
siderable bequest—to support a charge of murder in the fi rst degree.2 The 
trial commenced on May 21; within two weeks Schoeppe was found guilty. 
In August 1869, after a motion for a new trial was denied, the young phy-
sician was sentenced to death. Paul Schoeppe’s trial was, as a Cincinnati 
daily later observed, “one of the most interesting cases that has been before 
the public for many years.”3

The young German immigrant’s trial, conviction, and subsequent strug-
gle to preserve his life captivated the nation for several years, in large part 
because Schoeppe found allies in two powerful and outspoken communi-
ties: the medical profession and German Americans. Stunned by the news 
that a medical doctor was found guilty of murdering a patient under his 
care, the medical community took up Schoeppe’s cause fi rst. Beginning in 
the summer of 1869, physicians and scientists from around the nation held 
meetings, launched scientifi c investigations, and issued reports that not 
only attacked Aiken’s conclusions but also raised more general questions 
about the reliability of medical forensics in criminal cases.4 For example, 
a group of leading medical professionals that gathered at the College of 
Physicians of Philadelphia published a detailed Medico-Legal Report, 
in which it argued, “There is much reason to believe that Steinecke died 
a natural death . . . and very little reason to believe that she died of any 
kind of poison.”5 The experts claimed they were not asking “questions 
of guilt or innocence of Dr. Schoeppe.” Rather, the medical community 
was concerned that criminal charges were brought against a physician 
whose patient had expired under his care. They insisted that his convic-
tion was based on fl awed evidence, discovered as the result of an outdated 
procedure, carelessly performed by a mediocre chemist.6 The “hasty and 
superfi cial examination” of the body and hurried prosecution of the doc-
tor, they feared, could set a dangerous precedent. The “dearest rights” of 
the whole profession “may be in jeopardy, through the action of a Court 
and jury under the lead of professional witnesses, in what seems to be the 
mere eff ect of ignorance and prejudice.”7 The medical community, in short, 
defended Schoeppe because a conviction for murder had potentially disas-
trous consequences for their entire profession. Paul Schoeppe may have 
been an incompetent physician, but he was not guilty of murder. “Since 
the celebrated Parkman-Webster murder,” a New Hampshire newspaper 
claimed, “probably no case has so thoroughly absorbed the attention of the 



  . . . th e tragedy of paul sc hoeppe   99

most celebrated men belonging to the medical profession throughout the 
country.”8

The medical community that voiced its objections over the charge and 
verdict included a number of German American physicians and scientists. 
In fact, there is evidence that some of their protests, including the meet-
ings in Philadelphia, were organized by German physicians.9 These indi-
viduals were driven by professional considerations as well as concerns over 
the fate of a fellow German. This latter reason eventually motivated thou-
sands of German Americans to champion Schoeppe’s cause. Beginning 
in November 1869, when Schoeppe’s date of execution had been set, they 
voiced their condemnation of the trial and verdict at mass meetings, in let-
ters and petitions, and in German-language newspapers across the nation. 
German Americans agreed with the medical community that the foren-
sic evidence presented in the case was fl awed, and they used the medical 
reports to support their defense of the condemned man. However, their 
arguments went beyond matters related to forensic jurisprudence, focus-
ing instead on the charge of “ignorance and prejudice” that was suggested, 
but not elaborated, in the Philadelphia Medico-Legal Report as well. They 
saw Schoeppe as an innocent victim of anti-German prejudice—prejudice 
that was apparently not just shared by the American public but also by the 
American legal system and the government of Pennsylvania.

The outpouring of almost unconditional support by the German 
American community for the convicted murderer was remarkable in its 
intensity and duration. An examination of the surviving records in English 
and German, including numerous newspaper articles; private and offi  -
cial correspondence; and petitions signed by hundreds, if not thousands, 
of individuals suggests that German Americans seized the case of Paul 
Schoeppe to assert ethnic pride, unify their community, and attack what 
they saw as persistent and overt anti-German sentiments in American 
society. In the process, they condemned the prosecution and conviction 
of the German immigrant as not only the result of corruption but, worse, 
a shameful violation of the American principle of freedom and the image 
of the United States as a land of opportunity. The planned “judicial mur-
der” of a recent immigrant from Germany, widely described as respectable, 
educated, and amiable, confi rmed their long-held suspicion that Germans 
in the United States suff ered from nativism more than other immigrant 
groups. They believed that the conviction was based on a “narrow-hearted 
hatred of foreigners,” as one German-language newspaper put it.10

This ethnic distrust stemmed in part from the nativist hostility and dis-
crimination they experienced before and during the Civil War. Particularly 
pronounced expressions of nativism dated to the 1840s and 1850s, when 
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unprecedented numbers of Irish and German immigrants, many of them 
Catholics, began to arrive in the United States. In the 1850s, fears that 
these newcomers were unwilling or unable to assimilate into American 
society helped give rise to the Know-Nothing Party, which made restrict-
ing political power of recent immigrants one of its a key objectives. In 
the mid-1850s, it controlled the governorships and legislatures of several 
states, including Pennsylvania. However, by the end of the decade the 
party ceased to play a role in national politics, largely due to internal divi-
sions over the slavery issue. Many of its members joined the Republican 
Party.11 It is commonly assumed that nativism as a cultural and social issue 
declined further during the Civil War. Participation in a shared cause and 
actual combat presumably helped diminish ethnic and cultural character-
istics among Americans; the shared experience of the war, in other words, 
worked as something of a melting pot. The years from the 1860s to the 
1880s have traditionally been described as a time during which xeno-
phobic sentiments were dormant, if not dead.12 As a result, this period of 
American nativism has been largely neglected as a subject of study.13

In the post–Civil War years, the United States did not experience the kind 
of anti-immigrant sentiments that had characterized American society in 
the antebellum period. However, this did not mean German Americans 
were convinced that nativist attitudes had disappeared. In fact, a few recent 
studies that focus on the experiences of Germans in the Civil War show 
German Americans complained frequently about what they experienced 
as prejudicial treatment. For example, they regarded the two resigna-
tions and the subsequent dismissal of the German American Union gen-
eral Franz Sigel as an instance of anti-German sentiments that essentially 
destroyed the promising career of one of their heroes. Moreover, German 
Americans, who made up a disproportionally large number of immigrant 
soldiers in Lincoln’s army, at times experienced virulent attacks for what 
non-Germans regarded as poor performance in combat. The Union defeat 
at Chancellorsville, widely blamed on the alleged cowardice of German 
soldiers, for example, triggered a wave of popular anti-German agitation 
that lasted for several years. These studies conclude that the enthusias-
tic participation of German Americans in the war on the Union side did 
not necessarily serve to diminish popular anti-German attitudes.14 Some 
German American Democratic newspapers cultivated German support by 
portraying the Republican Party as nativist, and German Republicans as 
traitors. For example, in 1868, a Philadelphia newspaper attacked German 
supporters of Ulysses S. Grant and Schuyler Colfax as “Germans in the 
service of the Know-Nothings.” It described the Republican Party as being 
among the “most spiteful enemies of all strangers in America” and Carl 
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Schurz, the “overrated leader of the German Republicans,” as a “traitor to 
the Germans.”15 The experiences of nativism in the antebellum period com-
bined with real and perceived discrimination during the war certainly help 
explain why, in the two decades after the war, German Americans were 
quick to see ethnic prejudice, even if there was none.

Generally, the German American community reacted to perceived 
nativist attacks not with an eff ort to downplay or deny their German heri-
tage; on the contrary, they responded with a celebration of their heritage 
as a crucial contribution to American prosperity. The assertion of ethnic 
pride was refl ected in the many German clubs and institutions founded or 
reinvigorated after the war.16 For example, one newspaper reported that 
138 German clubs sponsored the German Day festivities in Chicago in 
1866.17 Moreover, the German-language journal Der Deutsche Pionier was 
founded in 1869 specifi cally to counter anti-German hostility by publiciz-
ing the achievements of Germans in America. It remarked in 1875, “The 
nativism in our country is again raising its head, and is pursuing immi-
grants with intolerant fury; especially the German has to suff er from it.” 

The journal insisted that the Germans had always been the main target 
of nativism, possibly because their accents or names betrayed their eth-
nic backgrounds.18 Evident in such remarks, which would also be voiced 
in support of Paul Schoeppe, is a growing sense of ethnic pride linked to a 
pervasive perception of persecution. The experience of the war and a his-
tory of nativism encouraged both an American identity and an ethnic con-
sciousness within the German American community, a community that 
was increasing rapidly after the end of hostilities, from around two hun-
dred thousand annually in the mid-1860s to close to four hundred thou-
sand in 1870.19 Within days of Schoeppe’s conviction and death sentence, 
German Americans from across the nation rallied to defend what they saw 
as a symbol of their entire community.

In the summer of 1868, Paul Schoeppe had been one of thousands of 
newcomers to the country; based on the surviving records there was noth-
ing remarkable about the young man. Within a few months of his arrival, 
however, he was undoubtedly beginning to attract some attention in his 
new hometown of Carlisle, Pennsylvania. Carlisle was a small town—its 
population numbered around 6,500—and Maria Steinecke’s increasingly 
frequent meetings with the handsome young doctor in that fall and winter 
surely did not go unnoticed. However, while most newspapers would later 
speculate about the nature of their “mysterious” relationship, the aff air 
was apparently not newsworthy when it was going on. No written records 
survive that illuminate the presumed shift from a doctor-patient relation-
ship to that of lovers. Moreover, the local papers did not report Steinecke’s 
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death as anything unusual for several weeks; the assumption was that an 
elderly visitor had died in her hotel room of natural causes. The case only 
began to attract attention in the two local English-language newspapers in 
early February, when Schoeppe was arrested. Naturally, this development 
turned a sad but unremarkable event into a potentially sensational story of 
romance, forgery, greed, and murder.

Any murder would have attracted some attention in a small town like 
Carlisle. This, however, was no ordinary murder case.20 The two Carlisle 
newspapers, the Herald and the American Volunteer, reported Schoeppe’s 
arrest, hearing, and the trial in unusual detail. On February 5, the Herald 
commenced coverage with the notice that “numerous reports are in cir-
culation concerning this strange aff air, which possess so many startling 
features, as to be severely and excitedly commented upon by our citizens.”21 
Within days, newspapers from across the mid-Atlantic region were fol-
lowing the story. Soon, the case was reported in several European news-
papers as well.22 By the time Schoeppe’s trial commenced in May, papers 
from across the country were covering the events. This early phase of 
the Schoeppe case, from his arrest to his conviction, attracted attention 
mostly from English-language papers. They were far more likely than 
their German-language counterparts to report the case for its sensational 
appeal. German American newspapers, reluctant to publicize the mur-
der trial of a German immigrant, did not cover the case during this early 
period.

The trial was held in Carlisle in the Court of Oyer and Terminer 
of Cumberland County. A team of three judges—headed by James H. 
Graham in his second term as president judge of the district, an elected 
position—presided over the case. The prosecution was led by Charles E. 
Maglaughlin, a prominent lawyer who was serving his second three-year 
term as the county’s district attorney.23 Schoeppe’s legal team consisted of 
the local attorneys William H. Miller, the former judge Samuel Hepburn, 
his son Samuel Hepburn Jr., and Henry Newsham.

Each side presented a slew of witnesses whose testimony centered on 
Steinecke’s and Schoeppe’s activities in the hours leading up to her death. 
In addition, much of the testimony focused on medical questions, provided 
by various expert witnesses. Physicians were called to explain the victim’s 
medical history, chemists discussed the properties of certain poisons, and all 
speculated about the implications of Aiken’s fi ndings. The defense claimed 
that Steinecke had died of natural causes. The prosecution, however, not 
only pointed to the traces of prussic acid found in the body but also tried to 
show that there was enough circumstantial evidence, including a powerful 
motive, to prove Schoeppe had poisoned Steinecke. On June 3, 1869, after 



  . . . th e tragedy of paul sc hoeppe   103

seven long days of frequently tedious testimony, the jury of twelve men, 
all native-born Americans from the surrounding countryside, withdrew to 
consider the evidence.24 It took them four hours to fi nd Schoeppe guilty of 
murder in the fi rst degree. After a motion by the defense for a new trial was 
dismissed, he was sentenced to be hanged. The New York Times, evidently 
trying to add drama to the story, closed its announcement of the verdict 
with the note that “William Gould, Court crier, an old man, dropped dead 
as the sentence of Schoeppe was pronounced.”25

Schoeppe’s defense team immediately turned to the Pennsylvania 
Supreme Court in an eff ort to get a new trial. However, under Pennsylvania 
law at that time, the high court could allow a retrial only if it found errors 
in the record; it could not grant another trial based on fl awed or new evi-
dence. In other words, the court could not test whether the evidence sup-
ported the charge and conviction of murder in the fi rst degree. In this case, 
the claim that the medical evidence was fl awed was not suffi  cient to allow 
the convicted man another day in court. And since the justices found no 
errors in the record, they rejected the motion by the defense for a retrial. 
The court set the date of execution for December 22. Only a pardon by the 
governor could now save Schoeppe.26

These developments shocked the German American community, which 
had believed that the court would set him free after a careful examina-
tion of the testimony and evidence, so obviously fl awed. That he was found 
guilty, and, moreover, was to be punished with death, was an outrage. The 
Pennsylvania Supreme Court’s refusal to grant Schoeppe a retrial jolted the 
community into action. Beginning in September 1869, German American 
newspapers and associations from across the nation began to call for mass 
protests in support of the young physician. They elected Schoeppe com-
mittees, collected funds for his lawyers, and wrote petitions calling for a 
full pardon.27 In Philadelphia, the eff orts to gain a pardon were led by men 
like Philip Leidy, a prominent physician at the Philadelphia Hospital and 
surgeon during the Civil War. Another supporter was Gottlieb T. Kellner, 
the editor of the Philadelphia Demokrat. There was also Professor Oswald 
Seidensticker of the University of Pennsylvania, the so-called father of 
German American historiography.28 The leadership in New York included 
the lawyer, journalist, and writer Friedrich Kapp, who at that time was 
serving as commissioner of emigration of the state of New York. Much 
of his written work concerned a celebration of German contributions to 
American history.29 Another supporter was Franz Sigel, arguably the most 
prominent German American Civil War general. These men were promi-
nent public fi gures, well known inside and outside the German American 
community.30
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In December, mass meetings were held in various cities, including 
Philadelphia, Chicago, Washington, D.C., Louisville, Nashville, St. Louis, 
Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and New York.31 “Almost every German newspaper 
that we open,” the Philadelphia Freie Presse declared in November 1869, 
“expresses sympathy” for Dr. Schoeppe.32 This was a bipartisan cause, unit-
ing German-language papers of diff erent political persuasions. In addition 
to the Freie Presse, most adamant in their support were the Freiheitsfreund 
and the Volksblatt of Pittsburgh, the Wecker of Baltimore, and the New York 
Demokrat and Staatszeitung. There was no doubt that Schoeppe’s ordeal 
clearly “enlisted the sympathies of the German people,” as one paper put 
it.33 Even Baron Friedrich von Gerolt, the Prussian ambassador, who at the 
time also served as the representative of the North German Confederation, 
a federation of twenty-two German states, traveled to see Pennsylvania’s 
Governor John White Geary to plead the case.34

While the names of leading German Americans fi gured prominently in 
the reports of mass meetings and similar eff orts on behalf of Schoeppe, the 
organizers explicitly called for the participation of non-German Ameri-
cans by including them on committees, delivering speeches in English and 
German, and by repeatedly reminding their audiences that this was a case 
of injustice that concerned all Americans. Francis Wells, editor of the Phil-
adelphia Evening Bulletin, for example, emphasized at a mass meeting in 
Philadelphia that native-born Americans should be as concerned with the 
case as Germans. He estimated that it would be easy to collect fi fty thou-
sand signatures in favor of a pardon. 35 Similarly, the German Legal Aid 
Society in New York urged the public to “prevent for the American people 
the shame of a judicial murder.”36 The Philadelphia Freie Presse counted 
on the support of non-German Americans, “who seemed to always be pre-
pared to defend a convicted criminal, even if there are no doubts about 
their guilt.” It was time, the paper wrote, that they now had some sympathy 
for the “poor, innocent foreigner.”37 These eff orts to enlist the support of 
the non-German American public met with some, albeit limited, success. 
While the German-language press was united in its determination to save 
Schoeppe, only a few English-language papers, such as the Philadelphia 
Evening Bulletin, New York Evening Post, and New York World, actively 
joined in the campaign on his behalf.

It was, then, primarily the German American community that devoted 
signifi cant amounts of energy and resources to save one of its own from 
what it saw as a miscarriage of justice. Facilitated by a national net-
work of ethnic associations and newspapers, German Americans coordi-
nated a massive campaign aimed at vindicating a fellow German and, in 
the process, emphasizing their identity as proud Americans. The ethnic 
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institution that became most directly involved in the case was the German 
Society of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. It was founded in 1764 for the 
express purpose of aiding German immigrants with material, medical, 
and legal aid. By the 1860s, the Society had emerged as a major cultural 
institution as well as a promoter of Deutschtum, or “Germanness.” The 
celebration of its centenary in 1864 was attended not only by representa-
tives of German Societies throughout the nation but also by the mayor of 
Philadelphia and the governor of Pennsylvania.38 As a leading organization 
within Philadelphia’s German community, the German Society assumed a 
prominent role in the activities on Schoeppe’s behalf.

Traditionally, the society had limited its assistance to residents of 
Philadelphia. That it decided to extend a helping hand to a German who 
lived a considerable distance from the city suggests the unusual circum-
stances of Schoeppe’s situation. In the early fall of 1869, it established a 
Schoeppe Committee to collect funds for his defense, and it requested that 
its lawyer, Frederick Dittmann, make himself familiar with the details of 
the case. At a subsequent meeting of the society’s offi  cers, he reported that 
Governor John White Geary had promised a careful review of any reports 
and papers about the case presented to him. More importantly, Geary gave 
his verbal promise of a full pardon if he should fi nd that Schoeppe was 
indeed innocent.39

In early November, the attorney traveled to Harrisburg. His intention, 
he assured the secretary of state, was only to argue the case before the gov-
ernor, not to solicit a pardon or a political favor.40 An attorney’s personal 
appeal to the governor in such a matter was highly unusual; it was report-
edly the “fi rst time in the history of PA that an executive is having a formal 
argument in public in a case of a man convicted of murder.”41 When the 
attorney, accompanied by several supporters, including one of Schoeppe’s 
lawyers, visited Harrisburg, Geary had only just narrowly defeated Asa 
Packer in the gubernatorial election, held in October 1869.42 Dittmann 
believed the Schoeppe case may have cost the Republican candidate some 
support, noting that “the German vote in Carlisle was completely changed” 
during that election.43 Geary was keenly aware of the potentially damag-
ing consequences this controversial case could have for his political future, 
which, it was rumored, included a quest for national offi  ce.

That the German American community put considerable pressure on 
the governor becomes evident from the dozens of letters and petitions that 
were delivered by Dittmann or sent directly to the governor’s offi  ce in the 
weeks leading up to the scheduled execution date. Only a handful of let-
ters encouraged Geary to resist the demands of a “mob” to grant a pardon, 
arguing that the court and jury were the best judges in such cases. One 
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writer deplored especially the “attempts to get up a feeling of prejudice 
on national grounds”; it argued, “appealing to Germans and their descen-
dants, is so low and unworthy of all regard.” Another letter lamented the 
“unsettled condition of this once happy country,” presumably caused by 
the arrival of “adventurers from the Whole World.” A total of seven letters 
are in opposition to a pardon. In contrast, more than eighty petitions and 
letters that remain in the governor’s clemency fi le urge Governor Geary to 
spare Schoeppe’s life.

A total of forty-one petitions are in the governor’s fi le. Of those, twenty-
eight were prepared by groups of physicians, medical associations, and 
legal societies. They came from places as diverse as St. Louis; New Haven; 
Albany; Washington, D.C.; Nashville; and Springfi eld, Illinois. Several 
were signed only by the organization’s offi  cers; others boasted dozens of 
signatures. For example, seventy-four physicians, medical chemists, and 
jurists from Washington, D.C., signed a plea for a pardon, as did thirty-
three members of the Allegheny County Medical Society. Some of the 
groups were German associations, such as the Medical-Chirurgical Society 
of German Physicians in New York and the German Medical Society of St. 
Louis. Most, however, were organizations that included men in the medi-
cal or legal professions, regardless of national background. And all agreed 
that the medical evidence presented in the trial did not prove conclusively 
that Schoeppe was guilty of murder.

The other thirteen petitions, submitted by non-experts and includ-
ing far more signatures, also based their demand for a pardon on the 
fl imsy medical evidence used to convict the defendant. Hundreds, if not 
thousands, of individuals, from places like Davenport, Iowa; Paducah, 
Kentucky; Springfi eld, Illinois; Baltimore; Detroit; and New York City 
placed their signatures beneath appeals for mercy. Several petitions came 
from New York, including one from the German Legal Association and 
another one from the “Citizens of New York,” with hundreds of names, 
among them seventy members of the German Association “Deutschland.” 
One petition included more than four hundred names, headed by Franz 
Sigel and Charlton Lewis, editor of the New York Evening Post. About 350 
men from Davenport, Iowa, and more than 400 from Cumberland County, 
where Carlisle is located, signed appeals for clemency. The petition with 
the longest list of names came from Louisville, Kentucky, where the mayor, 
Joseph Bunce, was the fi rst to sign his name on a roster that eventually 
numbered more than 750 signatures.

As is to be expected, almost all of the signers were men. However, about 
forty “Ladies of Baltimore” and several women from Detroit sent in peti-
tions as well. In addition, based on the surnames the vast majority of the 
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subscribers on the petitions were of German background. This was evi-
dently a cause that concerned especially Germans; as Dittmann put it, 
“the Germans all over the country are in a state of Excitement over the 
case.”44 Some of the signers noted their occupations. An extensive list 
from New York, for example, is dominated by businessmen and lawyers. 
A few men identifi ed themselves as veterans of the Civil War, in a con-
scious appeal to the loyalty of General Geary, a fellow soldier. Charles W. 
Eckman, for example, made sure to note his service as a colonel in the 
93rd Pennsylvania Volunteers. Similarly, Max Weber identifi ed himself as 
a brigadier general. His signature, along with Franz Sigel’s, is on a petition 
directed not to Governor Geary but to “Major General John Geary.”

Governor Geary’s offi  ce also received more than forty letters and memo-
randa from individuals, some consisting of a brief note, others as long as 
fi fteen pages and more. Around a dozen letters were penned by medical 
professionals who explained, often in great detail, the fl aws of the forensic 
evidence on which Schoeppe had been convicted. The remaining letters 
represent a range of populations, from religious, business, and political 
leaders, such as Septimus Tustin, former chaplain of the U.S. Senate, and 
Senator Carl Schurz of Missouri, to less prominent men and women, includ-
ing Mary Brooke, Mary Steinecke’s former landlady, and John George Yost, 
who explained in broken English that he had once been a victim of miscar-
riage of justice himself. Most of the writers were of German background. 
This is evident from certain spelling and grammatical mistakes, as well 
as the writers’ occasional lapses into the distinctly German style of script 
and their names or self-identifi cation as German. While most of the letters 
are in English, three writers addressed the governor in German, noting in 
one case that he could express his true sentiments only in his native lan-
guage. In all, the letters off er a glimpse at the reasons that compelled so 
many individuals, including especially Germans, to champion Schoeppe’s 
cause.45 Foremost among them was the belief that Schoeppe was a victim 
of nativism and corruption.

All of the petitioners for clemency charged that Schoeppe’s conviction 
was a grave miscarriage of justice, that he was sentenced to the gallows on 
exceedingly weak evidence. The true reason for his conviction and death 
sentence, several argued, could be found in the anti-foreigner hysteria that 
had surrounded the case from the very beginning. A. Minor of Philadelphia 
believed Schoeppe’s trial and conviction “were conducted, rather a little too 
quick, and that an American would not have been hurried up so.” Another 
petitioner sent in a newspaper, with a report that Attorney General 
Benjamin Harris Brewster had declared, “Poisoning is a late German 
importation.” Schoeppe, who participated actively in the campaign to save 
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his life, wrote two of the letters in the fi le. He, too, insisted that his convic-
tion was largely due to popular prejudice, which the attorney general had 
deliberately and skillfully exacerbated. He claimed that during the weeks 
leading up to the trial, “an immense prejudice was raised against me.” The 
prosecutor, he explained, had fanned public opinion against him, going so 
far as to hire a mob to yell within earshot of the jury, “Hang that damned 
dutchman!” Schoeppe’s Selbstverteidigung, or self-defense, which was 
widely reprinted in German- and English-language newspapers, charged 
that “public opinion became more and more infl amed against him; being 
a foreigner, without means and infl uential friends, he was forced to trial 
at great disadvantage, while the minds of the people were still excited.”46 
Of course, Schoeppe’s words are not particularly reliable; that he had a 
distinguished legal team as well as outspoken support from the medical 
and German American communities hardly supports his claim to be with-
out friends. Nevertheless, German Americans in particular emphasized his 
status as a recent immigrant, a “comparative stranger.”

One of the most detailed letters came from Charles Goepp, a former 
partner in the New York law fi rm of Friedrich Kapp. The two were old 
friends and political allies; both were Forty-Eighters, Germans who came 
to the United States as a result of the failure of the liberal Revolutions of 
1848 and 1849.47 Along with fellow Forty-Eighters Franz Sigel, Gottlieb 
Kellner, Carl Schurz, and Max Weber—also involved in the fi ght to save 
Schoeppe—he was a prominent member of the German American com-
munity. All were Republicans, known for their outspoken criticism of 
political corruption and nativism.48

Goepp seized the Schoeppe case to launch into a broad attack on cor-
ruption and anti-German sentiments that, he argued, were prevalent 
within the larger population, the press, and the judicial system. The local 
press “teemed with assaults upon the prisoner,” he claimed in his letter 
to the governor; the remark “All other Dutchmen ought to be hung the 
same way” was frequently heard. Goepp linked such anti-German atti-
tudes to personal animosity and political corruption, despicable traits he 
saw in the prosecuting attorneys and judge. The district attorney, Charles 
Maglaughlin, determined to get the German convicted, had reportedly 
spent $250 of his own money on the case. Moreover, one of the prosecu-
tion’s key witnesses was the judge’s brother-in-law, and the district attor-
ney was promised a $10,000 reward if Schoeppe was hung.49 Goepp did 
not bother to supply evidence for these accusations, noting instead that 
“whether it is true or not it is generally believed.” Anti-German sentiments 
and corruption within the judicial system, he concluded, caused the arrest 
and conviction of his countryman.
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Goepp also explained that their distinctive accents made Germans par-
ticularly easy targets for nativist attacks. Dr. Zitzer’s defense testimony, for 
example, would surely have convinced the jury of Schoeppe’s innocence, 
had it not been for the physician’s marked German accent. According to 
press reports, Schoeppe’s knowledge of English was rather good; he was 
often described as a bright and educated man who mastered the English 
language in a short amount of time. However, that he, too, spoke with a 
German accent is evident from a statement recorded by a court clerk in 
1871: “I giff s her prussic acid three times two, fi ve and seven drops diluted; 
you see it was not dat dat killed her, for she lived over twenty-four hours. 
I giff s out of the same bottle to a girl up street and if dey hangs me for dat 
dey hangs an innocent man.”50 Goepp was convinced that a German accent 
was a liability. The accused man’s identifi cation as a German presumably 
made him particularly vulnerable to public and legal charges of a serious 
crime.

Several of his champions accused the court and the public of xenopho-
bia, but not all pointed to prejudices toward Germans specifi cally. One 
petitioner, E. Polk, explained angrily that native-born Americans harbored 
prejudices against anybody who was diff erent, whether because of ethnic 
background, political affi  liation, or religion. “I could tell you something 
about ‘Prejudices’ of native born Americans,” he wrote. “I have suff ered 
terribly from them. . . . Do you not know that you native born Americans 
stick in the mud of all possible prejudices over your ears?! First comes the 
d——d dutchman, next the d——d nigger, next another Phantom, which 
originated in the imagination and prejudiced individuals, next if a man is 
not a member of the same denominations, religions, or political!”51

Polk recognized that prejudice was pervasive in American society. He or 
she saw the targets of prejudice as “phantoms” of the imagination, phan-
toms that changed and shifted depending on circumstances. Moreover, 
the writer linked the experiences of Germans to those of the African 
American community, a group obviously and undeniably experiencing 
serious discrimination throughout the United States. Polk was outraged 
that Governor Geary, a Radical Republican, seemed to ignore these cir-
cumstances that had clearly denied the defendant the right to a fair trial. 
Several of the letters, including this one, express a profound sense of frus-
tration and anger with an administration that seemed to condone preju-
dice, discrimination and corruption through its inaction. The Schoeppe 
case constituted an opportunity for the Republican government to correct 
the record, to demonstrate that it was on the side of equality and justice. 
As John George Yost put it in his plea, the governor should ensure that 
Schoeppe “may not die as Martyr of Corruption.”
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Indeed, several petitioners explicitly reminded Geary of his deci-
sion’s potential consequences for his own political future and that of the 
Republican Party. The Schoeppe case, Goepp insisted, off ered the governor 
a unique opportunity to identify the Republican Party as a friend of the 
German American community, to free it from the taint of nativism that 
had driven many German American voters, including Pennsylvanians, into 
the Democratic Party.52 Geary only had to show clemency for the German 
immigrant. A refusal to pardon Schoeppe, on the other hand, would “alien-
ate an important element of our population from the support of a party 
which cannot forgo their adherence and without the continued triumph of 
which our country is in danger of utter disintegration.” The nation needed 
the Republican Party, and the Republican Party needed the German 
American vote. Here was an opportunity for the “recognized leader of the 
Republican party” to correct the common belief that the “party is an orga-
nization formed and conducted for the purpose of oppressing Germans 
under the pretence of protecting negroes.” The “sacrifi ce of a German life,” 
Goepp claimed, would confi rm the validity of this belief. Other petition-
ers agreed that Geary’s decision would have a signifi cant impact on the 
German vote, without which the party would be doomed. An “old German 
lawyer” from Philadelphia explained that he was a “sincere reverer of You 
till now, two times voted for You & in other wise active for Your election,” 
suggesting that a refusal to pardon Schoeppe would mark the end of his 
political support. The businessman David Calhoun Herbst, who had been 
present at the founding of the Republican Party in Pittsburgh in 1856, 
urged the governor, “Public opinion demands your interference to prevent 
the execution.” Senator Carl Schurz of Missouri reminded Geary that a dis-
missal of public opinion in the matter would hurt not just him but also his 
friends, meaning fellow Republican politicians. Were he in Geary’s place, 
he would overrule the verdict. A. Minor, “at heart a great German,” warned 
Geary, “the Germans will not forget this instance very soon whichever 
way it is fi nally decided.” And Dr. Zitzer of Carlisle, writing “in the name 
of my countrymen,” promised the governor, “gratefulness will be shown 
more clearly at the next contest between the Hero of Lookout Mountain & 
the Copperhead, Stay-at-Home, fi ll his pockets miner & grinder wages.” A 
pardon, Dr. George H. Haldeman wrote, “would be hailed with delight by 
a large majority of your constituency.” The German American vote, these 
petitioners claimed, was crucial to the success of Geary, the Republican 
Party, and the nation. And the vote presumably depended on the outcome 
of the Schoeppe case.

Fully aware that a pardon depended more on political considerations 
than legal issues, Dittmann explained in his personal hearing before the 
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governor that a pardon would have tremendous popular appeal, that every 
good citizen would praise him, German or not.53 Like Goepp, Dittmann 
accused the state’s judiciary of corruption. As Schoeppe had already 
explained in his published self-defense, the lawyer claimed that the jury 
had been pressured to side with the prosecution through the use of a paid 
“mob” that had been instructed, possibly by the attorney general himself, 
to infl uence the twelve men with calls to “hang the damned German.” This, 
Dittmann claimed, was proof of prejudice against Schoeppe and, by exten-
sion, all German Americans, not just by the American people but also by 
the state’s judiciary. Whether Schoeppe was innocent or not, there was no 
doubt that the legal system that had convicted him was corrupt. Geary had 
an opportunity to save an innocent man and present himself as a defender 
of justice and liberty.

Thus, the arguments in favor of Schoeppe did not just focus on a defense 
of Germans in America. Rather, the Tragedy of Paul Schoeppe, as one of 
the two published trial reports was titled, off ered German Americans 
an opportunity to demonstrate their fi rm support for American ideals 
and institutions. They aimed to guard the image of their chosen home 
as a place of liberty, as a nation where a “friendless foreigner” would not 
become a martyr to corruption and victim of prejudice. The German 
Society, an organization “that was older than the state itself,” as Dittmann 
reminded the governor, fi rmly placed in Geary’s hands the responsibility to 
save a human life and “spare the state from a horrible shame of a judicial 
murder.”54 The telegraph and the press,” the lawyer argued, “have carried 
the news of this conviction into the most remote corners of the civilized 
world, and the sighs and fearful cries of the prisoner were heard across 
the ocean.”55 After all, the attorney explained, Schoeppe “came to this land 
like myself and many others in search for freedom,” something to which he 
evidently was entitled. Dittmann based the demand for a pardon in part 
on the notion that Pennsylvania was violating the basic principle of liberty 
that had drawn German immigrants to the United States for generations.56

Thus, Schoeppe’s champions attacked the trial as a miscarriage of jus-
tice that not only resulted in the conviction of an innocent man but also 
violated one of the most important of the nation’s founding principles. It 
was in the interest of all Americans, they claimed, to protect the reputation 
of their country as a land of liberty. Indeed, what was at stake in Schoeppe’s 
case was the status of the United States as a haven from oppression for all 
(European) newcomers. Their condemnation of the verdict constituted at 
once an attack on what they saw as un-American behavior and institu-
tions—corruption, xenophobia, and biased local courts—and a defense of 
American ideals—including opportunity and freedom for all newcomers. 
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Schoeppe’s German American defenders were careful, then, to cast their 
cause as an American one and not merely as an issue that concerned only 
the German American community.

It would be diffi  cult for a politician with ambition for national offi  ce to 
ignore the numerous and vocal appeals on behalf of Schoeppe, especially 
since the press covered the case in such detail. However, to the dismay of 
Schoeppe’s supporters, the protests and petitions initially failed to achieve 
their objective. Governor Geary, who at that time tried to establish a repu-
tation that included a hard line on crime, refused to pardon the man.57 
His earlier promise to review and possibly pardon Schoeppe, it turned out, 
had been a political decision to appease the many voices that had taken 
up Schoeppe’s cause. In an interview published in the Philadelphia Freie 
Presse Geary gave as one of the reasons for his refusal to grant clemency 
that he did not want anything to do with “a call for pardon that helped 
form a special caste based on nationality that contradicted the spirit of 
our institutions.”58 Geary claimed that it was the German American com-
munity, and not Pennsylvanians generally, who sought the young man’s 
pardon. He was not prepared to cater to the demands of a particular ethnic 
group if it risked harming his political role as a representative of all citi-
zens of his state. Moreover, the judges and jury had rendered their verdict, 
Geary argued, and he was not about to undermine their authority. Geary 
thus presented himself as a defender of local justice and enemy of parti-
sanship rooted in national background.

Geary’s view that Schoeppe’s case was championed only by German 
Americans was, of course, not entirely correct. The medical community 
had launched its own movement to overturn the verdict, and most of the 
physicians and scientists involved in these eff orts were neither German 
nor Pennsylvanian. However, the direct appeal for a pardon, presented in 
person, came not from them but from representatives of the German com-
munity, including Baron von Gerolt, Frederick Dittmann, Franz Sigel, and 
Friedrich Kapp, all of whom had visited the governor to plead their case.59 
Indeed, their appearances in Harrisburg may have actually made it easier 
for Geary to justify his refusal to pardon the condemned man.

Dittmann responded to Geary’s decision with the angry allegation that 
Geary had long known he would sign the order of execution and that the 
German American attorney had been allowed to present his arguments 
to the executive only out of courtesy. The widely publicized hearing had 
been a move to counter suspicions of Geary as an unjust and cruel man. 
Promising to take the matter to the people, the German American lawyer 
warned in a published letter to the governor that Schoeppe’s trial and con-
viction would achieve notoriety in Europe, where it would serve as a poor 
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example of so-called American justice. The German Society, which noted 
Geary’s decision with signifi cant regret, decided it could not take addi-
tional steps in this matter, most likely because the case was fast becoming a 
political issue.60 The convicted man, in the meantime, did his best to indict 
the courts from the prison cell. His calmness during the trial, he claimed 
in the fall of 1869, had been due to his trust in the American legal system, 
which he assumed was comparable to that which he knew from Europe. 
This expectation had been bitterly disappointed.61

Even though the governor publicly insisted on the autonomy of the local 
courts and validity of the verdict, he did not want to be cast as the cold-
blooded killer of a man who was viewed as innocent by so many of his 
constituents. Geary therefore asked his newly appointed attorney general, 
Judge F. Carroll Brewster, to persuade the state supreme court to review 
the case.62 Mere days before the scheduled execution in late December, the 
court issued a stay of execution. The justices promised to review the case 
in early 1870.63

But by then, Schoeppe’s image as an upstanding young man was begin-
ning to crumble. Primarily based on Schoeppe’s own claims, it had been 
assumed that he had completed his medical studies at the Charité, a well-
known hospital in Berlin. Schoeppe claimed to have served in the Prussian 
army three times, rising to the rank of lieutenant. He maintained that he 
held papers that spoke “in the most fl attering terms of his services and 
bravery,” and he said that he passed “a very brilliant medical and surgical 
examination.” He had immigrated to the United States in 1868 and came 
directly to Carlisle, where his father, a Lutheran minister, had recently 
taken over a German congregation.64 Schoeppe helped craft an image of 
himself as a hardworking immigrant eager to better himself; when he fi rst 
came to Carlisle, he stated in an interview, he “was a perfect stranger, and 
unable to speak English, but by close attention to my professional duties 
I met with good success.”65 And while most English-language newspapers 
did not actively champion his cause, they consistently described him as 
“well-educated, and of prepossessing appearance, and cultivated man-
ners”—traits that gave him the appearance of respectability and honesty.66 
In short, Schoeppe seemed to be an educated, upstanding, and ambitious 
young immigrant in search of opportunity.

Beginning in early 1870, American newspapers were picking up reports 
from newspapers in Germany that raised questions about the accuracy of 
this biography. The papers claimed that in December 1862, a court in Berlin 
had convicted a theology student named Paul Schoeppe on the charges of 
burglary, forgery, and blackmailing. Evidently, Schoeppe had stolen funds 
from Count Blankensee when he served as his personal secretary. The 
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father of said Paul Schoeppe, the Lutheran pastor Friedrich Schoeppe, was 
convicted of receiving stolen property from his son, and the two were sent 
to the penitentiary. After their discharge from prison in 1863, the papers 
reported, father and son immigrated to the United States, possibly as a 
condition for their early release.67 Moreover, several prominent Germans 
and Americans in Berlin confi rmed that Schoeppe never attended medi-
cal school there. Rudolph Virchow, Charité director, informed the German 
Society in early 1870 that there was no record of Paul Schoeppe’s studies at 
his hospital.68 The historian George Bancroft, who represented the United 
States in Prussia during this time, confi rmed several months later that 
to his knowledge Schoeppe never trained as a physician in Berlin.69 Paul 
Schoeppe was a “Prussian jailbird,” the San Francisco Bulletin concluded; 
he was a convicted criminal with a history of forging documents.70

This news obviously put the adamant defenders of Schoeppe in an awk-
ward position. How could they stand up for a man who had deceived them 
and the rest of the public about his past? How could he be held up as a 
humble and wronged immigrant in search of freedom? While public sym-
pathies for Schoeppe generally cooled, German American newspapers and 
organizations initially justifi ed their continued support by arguing that it 
had not been proven that the Schoeppe in Berlin was the same man now 
imprisoned in Carlisle. This claim seemed to be supported by the sworn 
testimony of several recent immigrants from Prussia, including the deputy 
mayor of Carlisle, who claimed that they did not recognize the man in the 
Carlisle jail as the same Schoeppe they had known in Berlin.71 However, 
this was hard to believe, given that the Schoeppe case in Berlin and the one 
in Carlisle shared so many characteristics, including the name, age and 
description of the defendant, accusations of forgery, as well as the fact that 
the father of both was a Lutheran minister. Some observers concluded that 
Schoeppe had written the testimony.72 Indeed, he did his part to defl ect 
the growing criticism: He now claimed that his real name was Schoeff e; he 
had changed it to Schoeppe upon his arrival in the United States, presum-
ably because it was easier to pronounce.73

However, in the end, the German American community did not seem 
too concerned about Schoeppe’s past. For one, at this point it had invested 
too much energy and resources to abandon his cause without careful con-
sideration. More importantly, while a prior conviction of theft and forgery 
certainly tarnished his image as an upstanding young man, it did not make 
him a killer. Indeed, Schoeppe’s dubious past actually served to reinforce 
the image of the United States as a land of opportunity. He may have com-
mitted crimes in the old country, but by emigrating he evidently sought to 
break with his past and make a better life for himself in the United States. 
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And, some editors stressed, one of the great characteristics of American 
society was its willingness to give newcomers a second chance. Even those 
who abandoned his cause in light of the news about his “true colors,” as the 
Easton Gazette put it, agreed that “this man though steeped in early and 
cunning crime might have lived hare [sic] in prosperity and peace.”74 He 
certainly did not look like a German criminal, one paper reported.75 While 
the news from Germany raised questions about Schoeppe’s character, they 
did not radically alter the view of him as an innocent victim of a prejudiced 
society and biased legal system. On the contrary, the reports bolstered 
demands to give the poor immigrant a fair shot at proving himself a worthy 
citizen in the land of liberty.

With the advantage of hindsight, it is remarkable how long some of his 
champions stood by his side. Paul Schoeppe may not have been a killer, 
but he certainly was a crook. The resistance on the part of leading German 
Americans to admit that he was not the innocent immigrant they had held 
up as a symbol of prejudice suggests a pervasive need to defend the com-
munity from hostility and injustices, whether real or imagined. Schoeppe, 
it is important to note, actively sought to retain the loyalty of German 
Americans during this crisis; he evidently was keenly aware of the ethnic 
symbol he had become. Not only did he fuel suspicions of nativism with 
claims of corruption and prejudice in his published self-defense, but he 
also appealed to the identity of his supporters as Germans. In the summer 
of 1870, for example, he tried to shift their focus from his questionable past 
to his pronounced sense of German patriotism by asking the governor for 
clemency “that he may volunteer in the Prussian army to teach the tyrant 
Napoleon a lesson.”76 With this statement, Schoeppe sought to take advan-
tage of the surge in German nationalism in America generated by the con-
fl ict between France and Prussia.77 And in early 1871, he announced that 
he would donate Steinecke’s bequest, which he was still claiming as his, to 
the German Lutheran church in Carlisle and toward the construction of 
a hospital for the poor in that town.78 Over the years, Schoeppe shrewdly 
nurtured German American support by pointing to his personal experi-
ence of nativism, professing an unwavering loyalty to the German nation, 
and cultivating the appearance of an educated and upstanding immigrant.

While the public debated the nature of Schoeppe’s character and past, 
the legal proceedings continued, presumably unaff ected by these recent 
developments. In early 1870, the state supreme court concluded its review 
of the case. Once again, it could fi nd no errors in the record, and there-
fore it sustained the conviction. The state legislature, in the meantime, was 
more responsive to public pressures to correct what many saw as a great 
injustice. In early 1870 it passed legislation specifi cally designed to allow 
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Schoeppe a retrial. Initially, the bill did not have the desired eff ect because 
a veto by Governor Geary delayed its passage.79 On February 15, 1870, one 
day after the state supreme court’s decision not to interfere, the legislature 
passed the law over the governor’s veto. The so-called “Schoeppe Act” per-
mitted the court to review homicide cases not just for errors in the record 
but also for fl aws in the evidence.80 However, since the law only applied 
to pending or future cases, it did not help the intended benefi ciary. Once 
again, the state’s highest court refused to interfere. Indeed, Justice Daniel 
Agnew seized the opportunity to explain that the court disapproved of the 
act, which was so obviously the result of public pressures and sentiments.81

A second attempt by the assembly to give Paul Schoeppe another day in 
court was more successful. The law, passed in the spring of 1872, gave the 
Court of Oyer and Terminer of Cumberland County the power to open and 
set aside Schoeppe’s judgment of conviction. Judge Graham, who had pre-
sided over Schoeppe’s fi rst trial, had since been defeated in the election of 
presiding judge of Cumberland County, presumably at least partly because 
of his role in the case.82 His successor, Judge Benjamin Franklin Junkin, 
was more sympathetic. Paul Schoeppe fi nally won the right to a new trial.

By that time, Schoeppe had languished in the Carlisle prison for close 
to three years. The sheriff  confi rmed that he was a model prisoner, well-
behaved and gentlemanly.83 His health, however, was deteriorating, 
prompting his attorney to ask the governor in the fall of 1871 to speed up 
the proceedings, evidently to no avail.84 The second trial took place in the 
early fall of 1872. It included the same scientifi c evidence that the pros-
ecution had presented in the fi rst trial, but this time, the medical experts 
called by the defense eff ectively questioned its reliability. In fact, after lis-
tening to the testimony by the defense, Judge Junkin denied the prosecu-
tion an opportunity to present what the attorney general referred to as 
“moral evidence” against Schoeppe. The judge simply concluded that the 
prosecution’s case was too weak to occupy the time of the court. He off ered 
a formal charge to the jury only because the law required it. Nobody was 
surprised when the eleven men (the absence of one juror due to sickness 
had not been seen as cause to delay the proceedings) returned a verdict 
of not guilty.85 In the end, Schoeppe got his second trial because of the 
eff orts of the German American community, and he was acquitted based 
on the testimony of medical experts. “The pure light of science,” the New 
York Herald noted with satisfaction,” breaking though all the mists, shows 
him the way out of prison.”86 After more than three and a half years in the 
Carlisle prison, Paul Schoeppe was a free man. The wait had been worth 
it since, ultimately, as one German-language paper concluded, freedom 
proclaimed by a jury after an unbiased trial was far more valuable than 
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a governor’s pardon.87 It seemed as though the entire German American 
community had been vindicated.

Alas, Paul Schoeppe did not return to the life of an upstanding immi-
grant he had presumably led until his incarceration. Over the next few 
years, he stayed in various cities with large German American communi-
ties, including Chicago, St. Louis, and Cincinnati, sometimes under the 
assumed names of Count Schulenberg or Count Schettow. On occasion he 
tried to capitalize on his notoriety by off ering lectures about his ordeal.88 
However, in 1874 he was arrested, tried, and convicted for forging checks 
and stealing funds from various individuals and organizations, including 
the German Relief Society in Chicago.89 By that time, the English-language 
press was treating the case as a story that merited publication because of 
its sensationalism. The New York Sunday Times, for example, wrote that 
Schoeppe’s “career reads more like a story of fi ction than of fact”; he had 
not only committed three forgeries, but he was also said to have been “the 
means of separating several husbands from their wives.”90

This time, the German American community did not stand by his side. 
Sympathy for him ceased as he was transformed from a helpless victim 
of nativism into an immoral criminal without regard for American and 
German American institutions. Schoeppe reacted to his compatriots’ fail-
ure to defend him with the angry charge that German American newspa-
pers were hounding him with slanderous articles and that his arrest had 
been arranged by Max Horwitz, an editor of the Chicago Staatszeitung, 
a leading German American newspaper.91 None of this helped his cause; 
indeed, it only served to further tarnish his reputation. In April 1874, he 
was sentenced to three years in prison for forgery and theft.92 The following 
year, after protracted legal battles over Steinecke’s bequest, a court fi nally 
denied Schoeppe any rights to the fortune.93 In 1877, after his release from 
the penitentiary in Joliet, Illinois, the Harrisburg Patriot announced that 
Schoeppe had been last seen on a train going west.94

Ultimately, it was the eff orts of the German American community 
throughout the nation that led to the immigrant’s new trial and acquit-
tal, not to mention permanent changes in the way homicide cases were 
reviewed in Pennsylvania. The reactions to Schoeppe’s ordeal suggest that 
perceptions of anti-German sentiments and discrimination were wide-
spread within the German American community. Given the general con-
sensus within the medical community that the forensic evidence used to 
convict the young man was fl awed, German Americans were convinced 
he had to be a victim of prejudice. His trial and conviction off ered them 
a common cause that united them in their fi ght against what they saw as 
pervasive nativism. They tirelessly campaigned on his behalf, even after 
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news reports revealed, roughly one year after the alleged murder, that 
their hero’s German past included a stint in a Prussian jail for theft and 
forgery. By that time, Schoeppe was far too valuable as a powerful ethnic 
symbol to be readily abandoned.95 Indeed, news of his life prior to emigra-
tion helped reinforce eff orts to protect the image of the United States as 
a country where hardworking and ambitious immigrants could succeed, 
regardless of previous misdeeds. Finally, Schoeppe’s conviction provided 
German American Republicans an opportunity to present their party as a 
defender of immigrants and an enemy of corruption.

Based on the surviving records, it is evident that the forensic evidence 
presented in the fi rst trial did not support a murder conviction and death 
penalty. It is also clear that Paul Schoeppe was a con man. To the German 
American community, however, he was a valuable martyr to corruption 
and symbol of nativism.
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