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Every family has a heritage that shapes
their present and points them to the
future. In Wilhelm and Abel Kruse, we
find a small slice of the legacy that this
immigrant couple left for their
descendants.
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Title page photo: The oval photograph is of the Wilhelm and Abel
Kruse farm west of Bennington, NE taken around 1915 and hand
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➤ A New Beginning in America
Neither Wilhelm nor Abel spoke much of the past, so many
of the details of their early years have been lost. Even their
own children remembered hearing very little about their
parents’ earlier lives in Germany.

It was through them that this information was made known
to the family in America. On Abel’s marriage license, her
father is listed as Jacob Lohse and her mother as Mary
Sievers. We do know that Mary eventually married Jacob,
and they had five children together. It seems that Abel’s
biological father was a close relative, and her maiden
name intentionally did not reveal that.

We do know that Wilhelm was born in Schleswig-Holstein,
Germany on April 5, 1858, possibly in Kiel. He never spoke
of his parents, but his marriage record lists their names as
Fred and Doris Kruse. The one thing several people
remembered was that he had come to this country to
avoid the army in Germany. Not much is known about the
date and circumstances of his arrival, but he appears to
have been sponsored by someone in Millard, Nebraska.
He lived on a farm, probably working for the person who
had sponsored him. He signed a Declaration of Intent to
become a citizen on June 16, 1882 in Douglas County, NE,
but he does not appear in the 1880 census. It is likely then
that he arrived between 1880 and 1882.
Abel was born in Jamesstadt, Schleswig-Holstein,
Germany on March 28, 1863. There is confusion about her
maiden name since “Stoldt” appears on the baptism
certificate of Chris and Henry, but on Abel’s marriage
license and Herman’s baptism certificate it is “Sturdt.” The
family in Germany has confi rmed that the name should be
Stoldt. Such misspellings are often the result of clerks
failing to understand the German pronunciation of what
they hear.
When Anna Sass Harder (Greta Harder Kruse’s mother)
went back to Germany to visit her family around 1920, she
made contact with Abel’s family and discovered that Abel’s
mother had not been married at the time of Abel’s birth.
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The next contact with the family in Germany occurred in
1951. Abel’s half-sister, Margaritha Lohse, had married a
Wilhelm Meyer. Their daughter, Anne, then married Wilhelm
Gressel. Wilhelm was killed in a motorcycle accident in
1951. Anne wrote to John and Greta Kruse. Because it
was diﬃcult to read, they took the letter to their sister-inlaw, Mae Kruse. Anne was destitute and she couldn’t even
provide food for her daughter, Anita. The family sent food,
clothing and money until Anne wrote that the help was no
longer needed. In 1989, Anita (Bannick) replied to a letter
from Mae and informed her that Anne had died in 1985.
Then in 1987, Anita’s husband had died suddenly from a
heart attack. (She had lost a son in 1982 to a motorcycle
accident.) In 1999, Brendan Kruse visited with Anita and
her son Torsten Bannick and received their family
genealogy. The information they have only goes back as
far as Jacob Lohse and Maria Sievers.
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It is not known when Abel left Germany, but she had been
a seamstress for the Damkes in Millard before she was
married. She apparently met Wilhelm while he was working
on a farm in the Millard area. The only other specific
information to survive was that her brothers were all
carpenters in Germany. She never spoke English around
the family, although she evidently could speak a little if she
needed to in a store. She was a quick, little woman who
did everything with a lot of energy. It was well-known that
Abel refused to drink water. She had gone to a fair where
they showed the magnified “bugs” in the water and never
drank water again. She also hated fish and never let
anyone cook fish in her frying pan for fear that the taste
would rub oﬀ on everything else.
❖

➤ Starting a Family
Wilhelm and Abel were married on April 19, 1886. They
lived near Millard for several years. Their first son, John,
was born there on December 25, 1887. Their second child,
Mary, was born in Millard as well on June 10, 1890. The
third child, Emma, was born on July 29, 1892. She is
sometimes listed as being born in Bennington, but the
farm in Bennington to which they moved wasn’t purchased
until later that year.

John Kruse said that he was 5 years old when they moved
to the farm in Bennington. John was born in 1887, and the
deed to the land says 1892. At first, 160 acres were
purchased from Claus Uhrman for $6400. In 1904 an
additional 40 acres were purchased from A.E. Anderson
for $3000. Anderson was a bachelor who had originally
bought the land from the Union Pacific Railroad in 1883 for
$300. The last 40 acres were purchased in 1909 from
Benhart Gottsch for $4000.
There was already a house on the farm in 1892 but with
just two rooms. Soon they added the north side of the
house including the kitchen and the two-story part to the
west. Wilhelm was a good carpenter and mechanic. It is no
surprise that most of the children grew up knowing how to
build, and many became carpenters. Wilhelm built the
addition to the house and fi xed up the buildings. A number
of years later, their farm was one of the fi rst to get
electricity—using generators and batteries to power a few
lights until rural electrification came along. They also had
running water inside sooner than most with a cistern up
the hill and a pressure tank in the basement. Wilhelm even
turned the windmill into a power takeoﬀ and hooked it up
to the corn grinder in the barn. When the wind was
blowing, he would yell to the kids to hurry and get to the
barn and grind the corn.
The house in which A.E. Anderson had lived was
eventually moved from the forty acres to behind the house
on the farm place and later used as a cob shed. There was
also a creek running through the fi eld with a sandy area
where they would get sand to use on the farm.
They helped pay for the farm by raising potatoes, and the
kids started working in the fi ve-acre potato patch when
they were very young. Wilhelm would take fifty bushel
wagonloads to Omaha (to what is now the Old Market)
with a horse-drawn lumber wagon. It was an all-day
project.
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The fourth child, Frederick William (Bill), was born on
February 11, 1894 on the Bennington farm. Meta Louise,
the fifth child, was born on February 18, 1896. The sixth
child, Emil Hans, was born on January 9, 1898.

farm. Christian August (Chris) was born on March 28,
1903, the eighth child. Henry George (Heinrich Jurgen)
was the ninth and last child, born on June 9, 1905.
❖

Wilhelm and Abel were founding members of St. John’s
Lutheran Church in Bennington which was established in
1898; and the first infant baptism recorded in the parish
register is that of their son, Emil. Wilhelm also served on
the church council.
The seventh child was Herman Jacob, born on August 2,
1901. Shortly after his birth, Emma was warming a bottle
for her baby brother. Nine years old at the time, she
opened the door to the wood stove with her apron, and it
caught on fire. She ran outside running for the water tank
that was way down the hill and fanned the flames only
making it worse. She lingered with severe burns for several
days before she finally died on September 21, 1901. When
Herman was asked if they ever talked about how they felt
concerning that incident or other things that bothered
them, he said they really weren’t ones to talk that much.
He also changed the subject.
Claus Lamp, who lived a few miles north of Bennington,
had created the German Cemetery out of part of his
homestead. Wilhelm bought the cemetery plot for Emma
from Mr. Lamp, with whom he had very little contact
before that time, one day before Emma died.
Twenty-some years later, Wilhelm’s sons, Chris and Henry,
would be married to Claus Lamp’s granddaughters, Helen
and Rose Petersen, none of whom had yet been born at
the time of Emma’s death. Chris and Rose would even
build a house on what had once been the Lamp
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➤ Life on the Farm
Wilhelm was a rather memorable character. He had a red
beard, and several people remember that he would only
eat with his one special fork. He was also known for
always stopping to have something to drink on the way
home from selling the crops. Some remember him as a
very harsh man, but others said he was always good and
never spanked the kids or gave them any whippings. John
did speak with some bitterness of having to work long
days in the fields as a very young boy behind a team of
horses. He noted that by the time the youngest ones came
along there was enough help, so Henry got to stay in the
house and help his mother. When the other children were
older, John was also supposed to tell them what needed
doing, and they sometimes resented that.
The girls slept in the south room and the hallway, and the
boys slept in the attic. Even with the addition to the house,
it was more than a little crowded. They spoke often of how
frequently the boys would fall down the stairs from the
attic when they’d get too rowdy. As kids, they had wagons
they played with. In the dirt, they built toy roads with
bridges that wound around through the woods. In the cold
weather, out in the barn, the kids played in the loft, and
they’d dig tunnels in the hay. When they were teenagers,
they sometimes played baseball. Since they didn’t have
real bats, they just used pieces of lumber. A variety of
other games occupied their time as well.
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The west door to the house was only used on Christmas.
That was where Santa Claus got in. The parlor, with the
decorated tree in it, was blocked oﬀ until Christmas Eve,
and no one was allowed to look in. After Christmas
Supper, someone would go out and knock on the door,
and Wilhelm would say, “I think that’s Santa Claus.” He’d
go into the parlor and act like he had talked to Santa, and
then they could come in and get their toys. They only
received one present each, which was all they ever
expected.
Every Saturday, Wilhelm went to Bennington to sell eggs
and milk and cream. Businesses included three grocery
stores, the butcher store and an icehouse. The population
was about 100 in 1915. The pool hall was added about
that time. Eventually they had free movies every
Wednesday night in the legion hall and sometimes even
out on the street.
On the farm, there were workhorses for the fi eld work, and
there were pony horses for the wagon. One time, Herman
and Chris had the ponies—with a reputation for being
quite frisky—hitched to the wagon, and they got the reins
hooked underneath the tongue. The horses took oﬀ and
went down the road and around the wheat fi eld with
Herman and Chris hanging on. They fi nally stopped, and
when Wilhelm got a hold of them, he whipped the horses
all the way home making them run to punish them.
One time, Wilhelm and Abel took Herman, Chris and Hank
to the Douglas County Fair in Elkhorn. When they went to
buy a sandwich, he reached in his pocket and his billfold
was gone. Pickpockets had gotten his wallet, with $35 in
it, a very large amount of money in those days.
❖

➤ The Next Generation
Beginning in 1910, the crowded house was gradually
reclaiming some breathing room as the older of the
children started to leave home. Mary Kruse married Julius
Stender on March 28, 1910, and Wilhelm provided a farm
for them to live on. They had two children, Emma Abel
Meta, born October 7, 1910 and William Christian (Bill),
born October 15, 1913. On March 31, 1919, Mary died of
tuberculosis while the children were still very young.
(Several people claim that she died in the flu epidemic of
that year.) Herman said that he thought she had what
today we would call cancer because she had bumps all
over her body, but they didn’t call it that then. Most still
say it was tuberculosis. She had been ill for a very long
time, and at her death, Don Bergman’s mother, Lotti,
helped raise the kids. Julius tried to farm for a little longer
and then moved into Washington, NE. Julius died on
October 17, 1944. Both Mary and Julius are buried in the
German Cemetery, Washington Co., NE.
When John Kruse and Margaretha (Greta) Harder were
married on February 21st, 1912, Wilhelm bought the 80acre farm across the road for them to live on. There was a
small house by the creek in which they made their home.
In a few years, they were expecting their first child, Anita,
so they built a new house. They then moved the small
house to behind the new house and used it for a building
to store cobs for the kitchen stove.
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John and Greta had four children. Anita Emma was born
on December 4, 1914. Arnold Hans Wilhelm was born
January 29, 1916. Byron John was born January 10, 1924,
and Irwin Christian was born April 2, 1925.
Many remember John as a fairly serious man who was
quite frugal, but who was always someone you could
count on. He was also one of the fi rst in Nebraska to
practice erosion-control farming.
John died on January 25, 1969. Greta died on May 24,
1979. Both are buried in Memorial Cemetery, Fremont, NE.
Meta Kruse married John Harder (Greta Harder Kruse’s
brother) on February 21, 1917 in Bennington and lived on
the Hans and Anna Harder home place where John and
Greta had been born. Hans Harder, John’s father, was also
one of the founding members of St. John’s Lutheran
Church in Bennington.
Despite the Kruses’ close ties with St. John’s, by the time
the younger children were married, they went to Kountze
in Omaha for the ceremony (in English) because that was
the modern thing to do. German was still used for the
services at St. John’s at that time.
Meta and John had eight children. Wilma Abel Anna was
born November 22, 1918. Dorothy Marie was born
September 16, 1920. Anna Marie was born April 15, 1922.
Raymond was born February 17, 1924. Bernice Frances
was born September 9, 1926. Helen Louise was born
October 21, 1928. Arlend John was born May 5, 1932,
and Rolland Allan was born April 26, 1934.
Meta died on March 21, 1983. John died on August 13,
1982. They are both buried in the German Cemetery,
Washington Co., NE.
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About 1918, Wilhelm and Abel moved to Bennington to
retire and bought a house on Molly St. across the street
and north of where Herman would eventually live. Near this
time, Emil Kruse married Dora Schroeder on August 28,
1918. Emil had left to fight in World War I, but before he
even got on the train to leave town, they announced the
armistice. The war was over, so he came right back home.
When Emil and Dora were first married, they lived on the
Kruse farm until spring. Then in 1919 they moved to Dora’s
parent’s farm when her parents sold out and moved to
town. Emil eventually started working as a carpenter.
Emil and Dora had two children. Vern Charles Frederick
was born on January 24, 1922 and Elvin William Henry
was born on April 20, 1926.
Emil died on March 11, 1973. Dora died on March 24,
1982. Both are buried in the Elk City, NE Cemetery.
Bill Kruse was married to Esther (Mae) Beaver on April
30, 1919. They then lived on the home place for a couple
of years after that. Bill and Mae had one child, Darrold
William, born on May 15, 1921.
Bill died on June 22, 1982 and Mae died on March 16,
1998. They are both buried at Memorial Cemetery,
Fremont, NE. Mae was the last survivor of that generation.
The Kruse farm (the initial 160 acres) was eventually sold
for $356 an acre—a tremendous price in those days.
Leonard Mangold had the second mortgage on the land,
and when the buyer defaulted, Mangold got control of it
for only $80 an acre. Wilhelm and Abel kept the 80 acres
that had been purchased separately. John farmed it for
quite some time, and Henry eventually purchased it at the
time that Abel’s estate was settled. John then rented it
from Henry, and this last part of the Kruse home place was
sold in June of 1947 for $11,000.

After selling the 160 acres, Wilhelm then bought a farm
near Scribner, and Bill moved up there. They bought 240
acres for $220 an acre. The land wasn’t nearly as good as
the Bennington farm. When Abel sold the farm after
Wilhelm’s death, less than ten years later, it sold for only
$100 an acre.
Wilhelm had been sick with Asthma for many years and
was taking medicine for his condition. Each morning, Chris
would give him a shot of morphine. On May 10, 1923, a
Thursday morning, Chris came out and explained to his
mother that his father said he didn’t want his medicine that
day. Chris was eating his breakfast when they heard a gun
go oﬀ and soon discovered that Wilhelm had taken his
own life. Pastor Nussbaum, from St. John’s Lutheran
Church, had visited Wilhelm that morning and mentioned
later that he had a feeling he shouldn’t have left. Chris had
not yet met his wife-to-be, but Rose remembered the
funeral procession and the talk about Mr. Kruse. He is
buried in the German Cemetery, Washington Co., NE.
Chris Kruse and Rose Petersen met the following year
while he was working for Bill Glandt. They were building a
home for the Peter Petersen family after a fi re had
completely destroyed their large farm home, a house they
had built after a tornado demolished their fi rst home just
eleven years earlier. Chris and Rose were married on
March 24, 1926. Chris worked as a carpenter and cabinet
builder for most of his life.
Chris and Rose had two children. Lois Ruth was born on
February 25, 1930 and Janice Virgene was born on
February 11, 1933.
Chris died on January 9, 1991. Rose died on May 24,
1983. Both are buried in Hillcrest Cemetery, Omaha, NE.
After Wilhelm’s death, Abel bought a lot in Bennington in
1926 on which to build a new house. The house is about
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one block north on Molly from the house she had been
living in. Evidently Chris and Henry helped somewhat with
the building of the house. Henry later complained that the
footings weren’t done right to start with. Some years later,
the house had settled and become crooked, so Henry
fixed it. He did it in the winter, so he had to box it all in to
keep out the frost and put a new footing under a section of
it. Anita remembers playing in the attic of the house with
some of Henry and Chris’s old toys.
In the 1920s, Abel had loaned between $3000 and $4000
to each of her children. In 1928, when she needed money
to live and none of them were in a position to simply repay
the debt, they made an agreement for each to pay $70 per
year until her death. The debt would then be forgiven. Mae
served as the secretary and kept a record book of each
person’s payments. While some did better than others at
meeting their commitment, when the Depression hit,
several stopped making payments completely. No one
was able to meet their obligation without interruption
through the entire duration of the agreement.
On August 10, 1929, Henry Kruse (who was called “Hank”
by almost everyone but his parents) married Helen
Petersen (Rose’s sister). Henry and Helen lived in three
diﬀerent places in and near Bennington and then
eventually lived with Abel until the time of her death,
probably of tuberculosis, on April 6, 1937. Most of her
children were at her bedside at the time of her death. A
nurse had been staying with her. After Abel’s death, the
nurse went around and covered all the mirrors in the house
as was the custom. The mortician embalmed her at the
house because Henry had promised his mom that she
could stay at home. Abel is buried in the German
Cemetery, Washington Co., NE. During a time of
quarantine, Henry and Helen moved in with the Petersen
family and got someone else to stay with Abel since it
wasn’t safe.

Henry and Helen returned to the home after Abel’s death.
They purchased the house from the estate and lived there
until 1940. Henry drove a truck for Bennington Transfer for
several years and spent most of his life working as a
carpenter.
They had three children. Donald Henry was born on
August 9, 1933. William Walter (Bill) was born on
September 4, 1935, and James Lee was born on February
22, 1948.

Henry died on September 9, 1987. Helen died on
December 13, 1960. Both are buried in Forest Lawn
Cemetery, Omaha, NE.
Herman Kruse married Frieda Rosenbaum on February
4, 1931. Herman was the last of the children to be married.
Herman’s red hair led to his nickname of “Red,” but later in
life only a few people still called him that. He did claim that
all of his girlfriends had used that name for him.
Herman waited until he was 19 before he dated and got
married at 29. Herman met Frieda at a dance at Oft Hall in
Bennington. They went to dances there every Saturday
night, and there were also barn dances in the middle of the
week. In the summer, there would often be two dances
during the week in addition to the one in Bennington on
Saturday. They’d work in the fields all day, and at night
they went dancing.
Herman and Frieda had three children. Myra Lee was born
on February 12, 1932. Ila Mae was born on October 24,
1934, and Myrna Loy was born June 8, 1936.
Herman died on May 12, 1993. Frieda died on April 19,
1984. Both are buried in the Kennard, NE Cemetery.
❖
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➤ Legacy
While the Kruse family would no longer own any of the
ground from the home place after 1947, the connection with
the land would continue for some time to come. A couple of
years after Emil’s son, Vern, got married, he and his wife,
Dorothy, were supposed to move to the old Kruse place
(now owned by George Mangold), but Mr. Mangold had
trouble getting the tenant to leave. It was a year later that
they were eventually able to move, in the spring of 1945.
They chose to live there because it was available, not
because it had been the Kruse farm. Vern was living on the
home place at the time of Dorothy’s death and remained
there after marrying Mildred. They eventually moved in 1981
because they didn’t want to farm an extra 160 acres that the
bank had purchased next to the farm—a prerequisite if they
wished to keep renting it. At the same time, Dora (Vern’s
mother) moved oﬀ her farm, and Vern and Mildred moved
there.
Vern had rented the farm from Mr. Mangold (Bennington
postmaster), who had gotten the farm from the Loeschen
family when they couldn’t pay the mortgage. George’s
daughter inherited the land (Irene Mangold Holling who
had married George Holling.) Her son Doug inherited it and
turned it over to Farmer’s National Bank to manage it.
They got rid of the buildings and rented just the land. Doug
then sold it to Merrit Weese who developed the land into
acreage lots. The original farm lane is no longer there but
was south of where the new road enters the development.

As long as their health permitted, the brothers and sisters
always gathered for the birthdays of their siblings. They
spoke of the fact that their birthday was always a very
special day for each of them as children.
Because Uncle John’s birthday was on Christmas Day,
they celebrated Greta’s birthday on July 3rd instead. At
each party, the men played cards in the basement, and the
women stayed upstairs and talked—and, of course, served
the lunch. Emil would sit outside the circle and talk but not
play cards. The kids would often play with Emil since the
others were too busy with their card game.
Over the years, the number of cousins continued to grow,
and the family gathered occasionally for reunions to stay
acquainted. Sometimes in Bennington where it began, or
often in surrounding communities, the stories and
memories of the past continued to be shared. As
marriages brought new names to the Kruse descendants,
in only a few years the family included Stenders, Harders,
Andersons, Knudsens. Arnolds, Dringenbergs, Bolters,
Bergmans, Mohrs, Nelsons, Martens, and Reimers. Soon
countless other names would be part of the Kruse
heritage. One hundred and twenty-five years after arriving
in America, there were already children for whom Wilhelm
and Abel were known as their great-great-great-great
grandparents.
Enough time has past that only a handful of Kruse
descendants still have first-hand memories of either
Wilhelm or Abel. What we do have are the stories we’ve
heard from others and a common bond with those
countless cousins who share our lineage. As we continue
to share the stories and make new memories together, we
cultivate the roots of our own identity and are better
prepared to nurture the generations yet to come.
❖
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Compiled and edited by Jym Kruse

Jym is the grandson of Wilhelm and Abel Kruse
and the son of Henry and Helen Kruse.
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