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Just before eight o'clock on Sunday
evening, Janr-rary 11, 1891, John Sheedy,
a l-incoln, Nebraska, real estate developer,
hotel <lwner, noted "booster," and
"sporting man" stepped itut the front door
of  h is house on the southeast corner of
Twelfth and P streets to qo two blocks
over to his eambling establishrnent in
the "r-rptown" district. Suddenly, orrt of
the shadows, a man c:harged toward him,
str ik inq him on the side of  the head with
a leather-covered steel cane. Staggering,
Sheedy clrew ;r pistol and fired several
shots, but missed his assailant, who
disappeared down Twelfth street intcr
the dark. Sheedy's wife rushed from the
house to hclp her husband back into the
parlor, then called frtr a doctrtr ancl thc
pol ice,  as neighbors,  includinq another
doctor, gathered.

Doctor C. S. Hart and the chief of
pol ice,  Marshal  Samuel Mel ick,  soon
arrived, and as the two doctrtrs dressed
Sheedy's head wound and helped him
kr bed, Mel ick quest i<tned him about
the attacker. The doctrtrs administered
pain relievers, and Mary Sheedy gave
her husband sleeping powders in a cup
of cof fee. In the middle of  the night
Sheedy was stricken with paralysis He
fel l  into a coma the next morning, and
the doctors ruled out surgery. He died
about ten o'clock Monday night, twenty-
six hours after the attack.

From the moment that word of
Sheedy's murder spread, through the
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arrest. arraignment, and trial of his alleged
assailaints, to the final verdicl in May 1891
and beyond, the "Great Sheedy Murder
Case" absorbed Lincoln's attention and
elicited greater excitement than any
previrius case in the city's history. Lincoln
rersidents were shclckecl ancl horrif ied by
a crime consiclered s<t heinous that one
booster pnrclainted it "one of the most
sensertional in the annals of Antcricarr
c:rime!" l-ocal ancl reqional newspapers
provicled unprccedentr:d coveraqe, ancl
the subject  t l<tminated conversat ion for
rnonths. Alrnost evcry important l, incoln
lawyer was involved, and thousancls of
sper:ti i tors, at f irst mainly rnen, but by
the end of  t r ia l  inclLrdinq rnany mir ld le
class ancl elite wrimen, r:nrshetd into the
irrtprerssive new Lancaster Clourrty ccturt-
houst: at Tenth ancl K streets to watch
the proceedinrls.

The intense reaction rnade it cle:rr
the case was nruch rnore than sinrply a
sensational rnurcler. Alarmed and shocked
by the ident i ty of  the v ic: t im anci  the
al leged assai lants,  many l , incolni tes
interpreted it as an inclication that tensions
roil ing lteneath the surface for years
had reachecl  a boi l inq point .  Many also
suspected it was a polit ically rnotivated
act representing a deepening struggle for
control  of  the under ly ing values and
standards that would dominate Lincoln's
future polit ical and economic develop-
ment. In addition, procedural irregularit ies
in the conduct of  the case and the
disposition of Sheedy's estate, the
involvement of  certain indiv iduals in
the prosecution, and questicinable trial
tactics by both the prosecution and the
defense touched off rumor, innuendo,
and speculation that beneath the public

melodrama lurketcl a story that coultl
compromise the inteqr i ty of  [ , incoln 's
pol i t ical  and legal  cornmunit ies,  uncler-
mine the moral  forrnciat ions t i f  i ts
middle class, and thrc:iten its futurct as a
progressive city.

Such concerns reflecteil a pervasive
feeling in the early 1890s that the structrrre
and dynermics of  the nat ion's e(:ononly,
polit ical system, society, and crrlture were
r-rndergoing profouncl transtorrn;it iorrs.
l)eople felt the forces of c:hanqe sweel)
away muc:h that was farnil iar, and a lrt 'r-
vasive sense of ctrisis permeated nearly
every aspect of American l ifr ' ; i t secrnecl
k) many that "all the rules had t:hanqcd."
l-ike noteworthy crimes in other tinres ancl
lrlaces, the Sheecly case opens a window
into the crisis of the 1890s, in l- inc'oln and
irr  urbarr  Anter ica in qerreral .

On January 12, as Sheecly l; iy t lyinq,
Marshal Melick and Detectivc Janrcs
Makrne spread worrl cif the assault;rcross
Lirrcoln 's detnt intorrde, a concentratrot)
of saloons, qantLrlinq halls, and bordellos
alonq O and P streets, interroqating resi-
dents ancl patrons in search of witnesses
and infi irrnation. Official reraction tri the
murcler was unusual almost from the first
moment i t  becante publ ic knowleclge
On Moncl;iy niqht. when word of Sheedy's
<ieath reached the county coroner, [)r.
H. 1,. Holyoke, he rushed to the Sheedy'
residence, s igned the cleath cert i f icate.
and had the body transported to tl ir:
courthouse for a coroner's inquest. The
following morning, as Lincoln woke tcr
news of the murder, Holyoke impaneled
an inquest jury assembled from men
already gathering at the courthouse.

At nine o'clock the following morning,
January 14, an unprecedented number
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of reporters, policemen. lawyers, and
polit icians, including Mayor Robert B.
Graham, crcwded the jury room as the
inquest began. A member of  the iury,
Robert McReynolds, a prominent reform
businessman, moved that the inquest be
held in secret and invited the press ttr
leave. Suspicious and infuriated, reporten
called the unprecedentecl closed
incluest an i l legitimate "Star Chamber,"
eavesdropped through the transom, and
tried to force their way into the room.
Holyoke moved the inquest to a small,
unheati:d rneeting r(x)nt on the third flcxrr.
Though some jury members apparetntly
dor-rbted the blow could have caused
Sheerdy's cleath, the inquest c:oncluded
that he had been murdered, death
resulting frrim internal bleeding ciiused
by a bkrw to the head. Tht: questions
remaininq, then, were who struck the
bkiw. ancl  whyl '

Melick attci Malclner cotrtinuetcl t i.r
cornb the P Street clives. and within
hours they found witnesses, who, Iike
Mary Sheedy herself, claimed to have
s('en a black rnan of middle height and
build near the Sheedy house about the
tirner of tfre murderr. To the "boys" of P
Street the description fit William "Monday"

McFarland, a popular patron of the area's
bars ancl clubs, and a barber at Crampton's
Barber Shop below stairs at 930 P Street
on the north sider adjacent to Sheedy's
Mack Hcitel. Later that day, McFarland
was said to have beett seen on an
"extended sprce" on P Street, and a group
of rowdy white rnen went in search of him,
apparently intent on taking the law into
their own hands. Two days later Malone
and Melick tracked McFarland down
and arrested him in a bar on O Street.

Taking him to police headquarters
and the "loathsome" city jail on the
southeast corner of Haymarket Square
for quest ioning, Mel ick and Malone,
accompanied by Mayor Graham, appar-
ently locked McFarland in a dark, airless
"sweatbox," removing him occasionally
to see if he was wil l ing to talk. Finally,
allegedly coerced by threats to deliver him
to the angry mob, McFarland confessed
to the murder. Believing they had their

John Sheedy. Vanify Fair (Lrncoln)
Mov 30, 189l .

Mory Sheedy. Vonify Fctir (Lincoln)
Mcv 30, I  B9l .

By the deoth of John Sheedy o well known figure is
removed. . . . lt is true he wos o gombler ond by this
meons omossed consideroble of fhis world's goods. But,
notwithstonding the focf fhof he clung to this outlowed
profession, monY hove couse to remember him in kindness,
in grofefulness. . . . Who sholl soY fhof his moneY, however
goined, wos not spent in benefifing his fellow mon?

Tlre Lincoln Ct11, Januarv 13. 1891

Mrs. Sheedy is o womon of striking oppeoronce, obout
thirtylwo yeors of oge, with dork hoir ond piercing eYes.
Her dimpled chin ond cheeks odd not o little to her beouties
of foce ond while fhe look of determinotion is expressed
in her every feoture there is yet o troce of o forgiving,
sympothetic noture thot wins for her friends. There is ond
otwoys hos been o sort of sod oppeorance thot lends o
bewitching chorm to her soulful foce ond her eYes olwoYs
look in on oppeoling woY into those thot meet them'
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As is well known, the orrest of Mrs. Sheedy wos
brought about by the confession of Mondoy
McForlond, who looked upon John Sheedy os
his best friend ond who wos both the borber for
Mr. Sheedy ond the hoindresser for his wife. . . .
The plon of the murder os embodied in the
confession of McForlond is one of the coolest
ever recorded in the west, ond sufficient for
the groundwork of on ideol blood-ond-thunder
romonce.

' l ' l t t ,  Linc,t ln Ctt l l .  Mav 5. l8l) l

Wilfiom "Mondoy" McForlond. Vonity Fair
(Lincoln) Moy 30. 1891 .

mern, the policre ancl the corrnty attorney,
Novia Snel l ,  now neecler l  a ntot ive.  l

Mc:Far l i ind obI iqecl ,  te l I inq his astc in-
ished inquisil l- l1's -"yyle ctirrld h;irdly
believe their e;irs"-that he had been
coerc:cd into the rnurcler by Mary Sheedy.
About a year before,  he said,  . lohn
Sheedy, his "benefactor."  f r iend, and a
reqular at Crampton's Barlrer Shop, hacl
asked him to (:ome to the Sheedy's
house to do Mary's hair .  McFarland. a
handsome, pnrsoni ib le man, scheduled
weekly "house calls." Socin McFerrland
and Mary Sheetdy were on friendly terms.

On oner v is i t ,  saic l  McFarland, she
seemed distrauqht. Lrlurting riut that her
eight-year marriage was a sham. Then
she recounted her story: She hacl arrivecj
in Lincoln f ront  central  I l l inois in 1879
as "Mol l ie"  Merr i l l ,  wi th her second
husband George Merr i l l ,  a carpenter
and teamster (previously Mary had been
married to a man named McCool who
was sent to prison). They patronized
the dance hal ls,  saloons, and gaming
establishments on P Street, including a
notor ious "gambl ing den" at  Tenth and
P streets operated by John Sheedy.
Records of the Merri l l  divorce hearing in

1882 clo nctt make it crlear whethr:r Mary
had met Shercdy berfrtre she iind Merri l l
separatecl in Noventber 1880, but aboLrt
that t irne Merri l l  was said to h;rve setizecl
Mary " in an angry mar)ner,"  exclaiminq
that he woukl  "not l ive wi th suc:h a
darnnerl whore." f ie kickerl her oLrt of t lte
house. sold thc f r r r r r i ture,  and rcturnecl
to i l l inois,  letavinq her "uncaretd for  in
the c:ity " .She wcnt to wrtrk "as.r setvant
qirl at the Arlington Hritel" ancl was
"dependent" on the ctrarity of neiqhbors.

In 1881 Ceorqe returnecl, and after a
br ief  "cohabi tat ion" wi th Mary,  dur inq
which he apparently spent all his money
on garnblinq and provided her no support,
he lef t  her again.  He br ief ly moved in
with a "wciman of i l l  repute," then left
Lincoln for good. Aqain thrown upon
her own resources, Mary c<tntinued
working at the Arlinqton and patronizing
the P Street saloons. In 1881 Mary, then
about twenty-five met Sheedy, then in
his late forties, who boarded at the
elegant new Arlington. Swept away by
Sheedy's flamboyant style, popularity,
and power, Mary took up residence with
him, f i rst  at  the Ar l ington and then in an
apartment over Tunis P. Quick's saloon

at Tenth and P streets. whcre Sheedy's
casinct was locatcci. Irr Felrnri iry 1882
Mary suecl Merri l l  for divrtrcte ancl l i i ter
that year she and Shecdy wrtre ntarriecl.
Tlrc.Sheedys trir:d to prctsent a respr:r:tatrlc
front,  f i rst  nrr iv inq into a smal l  housc at
l iJ2 North'l-enth Street where tirey l ivecl
frir two years, thetn into the ncw horrse
at12l lPStreet. l

Nevertheletss, Mary tolcl Mcliarlancl,
rnarr iaElc sui tecj  nei ther of  thent. .krhn
was increrasingly involved i r r  g i inrbl ing
in his "roonts" over Quick 's salortn,  he
resurned life as an "all-around syrort." and
he had a series of l iaisons witfr other
wornen. Mary complainetd about his
absences, but he was unwi l l ing to brook
any cr i t ic isnt ,  and they of ten quarreled.
McFarland told police that in the intimacy
created by Mary's lurid tale they
embraced and their friendship deepencd.

McFarland said Mary had described
how, in August 1890, in Buffalo.  New
York, where she was beinq treated for a
"disease pecul iar  to women," she and
John had a particularly angry quarrel,
and he returned to Lincoln alone. Irr
search of solace, Mary fell in lcive with
a "young dude." a machinist and traveling
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Looking eost olong fhe north side of P street from Ninth to Tenth streets, Lincoln, in
obout |  890. John sheedy's Mock Hotel,  ot 932 p streel,  is the fourth bui lding wesl from
Tenth street. Mondoy McForlond wos o borber in crompton's Borber shop below streel
level in lhe next bui lding west. NSHS-RG2i 58-')59

sii lesman named Andrew "Harry"
Walstrom, who followed her tci Linc<tln,
livinq firut trt a downtown h<ttel and then
in arr iipartnrernt in the new Hetater Bl<tck
at f ifteenth trnd O streets. Otlrc.r wit-
nesses tokl Melick and Malone that Mary
visitecl Walstr<tnt, sornettimes ti isguised
as a man, but latcr behaving more l ike a
"Cyprii in" than a middlet class woman.
Sfre also was observed takinq him eifts,
includinq a diamond r ing,  staying at  h is
resiclences frtr considerable periods,
and openly strol l ing wi th hirn in publ ic.
As the affair continued, Mary talked of
tl ivorce, ancl Jtihn, thrown into a jealous
rage, allegedly "treated her badly,"
threatened to kil l  her, and placed her
under surveil lance. nearly imprisoning
her in their  house. i

Mary continued tell ing McFarland
about her ongoing affair with Walstronr
and complaining about her husband.
At some point, when McFarland again
comforted the distraught woman, their
embrace led to kisses and sexual intimacy.
He showed police a locket containing a
lock of her hair as evidence of their

relationship, but claimed het hacl been
reluctant to engage in such a "cr iminal ' '
relationsfrip. Nevertheless he was trnable
tti fend off her aclvances, and thc affair
went on for mctnths, even zts she continuecl
her increrasinqly rerckless relatictnship
with Walstrom.

Eventually, McFarlancl said, Mary
formulated a plan for hint to nturder her
husband, offering to pay hirn $20,000
from Sheedy's estate, which she said
w;rs worth $200,000. t Ie balked. but when
she threatened to reveal their affair to her
husband and the police if he refused-
a threat whose implications he clearly
understclod in the racialized envircinntent
of the 189Os-McFarland agreed to
cooperate. He made two attempts to kil l
Sheedy, but failed both times. Mary
decided to ensure the success of the third
attempt, he claimed, by slipping poison
inb her stricken husband's coffee.

Sheedy's body was exhumed, and an
autopsy indicated internal bleeding and
the presence of poison, apparently con-
firming McFarland's story. Mary was
arrested and, because there were no

facil i t ies for women at the cciunty jail,
was helcl at Melick's residence at Twenty-
fifth and P streets. [1arry Walstron was
arrested as an accessory and held under
guard at the Capitol Hotel at Eleventh
and P streets. A coroner's jury concluderd
that the case aqainst Mary Sheeciy,
Nlcl"arlanil. and Walstrorn was suffic:ient
to charqe them. 0n January 26, 1891,
i\ lan'Sheedy and McFarlanrl were ar-
raiqrrcd and charged with three counts
each of f irst degree rnurder and one
count ear:h of accessory to murder.
Walstront was charqercl with four cc)unts
of acc:essory to nturder. Later the
cf rargcs ;rgainst him were dropped for
lack of  evic lence. ' i

As the alleged facts of the case,
cstablished by McFarland's confession
ancl srrpportecl by testimciny at the
coroner s inquest, trecame public, Lincoln
society was thrown into a frenzy. Why
clid tlrc case strike a r€tsponse strong
errorrqh to triqger a qenetral crisis of c<tn-
fidr:ncel I, ' irst, the rnurder itself shocked
[,incoln and raised feiirs that crinre was
on the rise. Havinq nranaged to avoid
the disorder,  cr ime, and violence so
c()mnton across the urban frontier, Lincoln
hacl cstablishcd a reputation as an
orcier ly c i ty.  Indeed, s ince i ts founding
in 18ti7. therer had been few nurders,
ancl  only one Lincoln man had bcen
executed.;

Second, the ident i ty of  the al leged
assailants and McFarlturd's lurid confession
sent waves of concern and panic through
l-incoln's middle class, and Mary Sheedy's
story ri i ised profound worries about the
intc.grity of the class, gender, and racial
systems that had sustained Lincoln society
for a generation. For years, John and
Mary Sheedy had been moving on the
edges of Lincoln's genteel society.
Although a known gambler, John was
praised for his civic-mindedness in down-
town development, his active interest in
the affairs of the booster ethos, his l iber-
ality to local charit ies and institutions,
and his magnanimity toward "friends"
among the city's elite. Mary patronized
genteel stores. established a genteel
house, and made a foray or two into

166



The Great Sheedy Murder Trial

Lincoln 's middle c lass social  c i rc les.
The possibil i ty that she had hidden two
previous marriaqes and possibly had
committed adulterry. miscegenation.
conspiracy, extortion. and murder was
a shocking breech of  middle c lass
decorum, and raisecl deerp fears that
other "poseurs" and "charlatans" might
be l iv ing i imong them. Such corrupt ion
undermined the midcl le c lass sense of
order and called into clrrerstion its inraqe
of i tsel f  as having been bui l t  on stronr l
rnoral character cultivatecl throuqh self-
c l isc ip l ine,  hard work,  marr iaqe, genteel
l iv ing,  and civ ic involvernent.  I t  a lso
eroded middle c lass's conf ic lence that i t
could pol ice i tsel f  arrd nur i r t t ; r in a nroral
social orikrr.

Moreover, to those who vieweci her
as a corrupted perpetrak)r, Mary cornllro-
mised a funclanrt:ntal trorrrgcois tcnct
of  female pur i ty ancl  incorrupt ib i l i ty .
Wrirse st i l l  was the possibi l i ty  that  she
had not been corruptecl ,  brr t  hacl  c le l ib-
erately usecl her sextrality to prrrsrrc lrcr
owrt sel f-i nterest. Altlrou rjh rnii rry rn idil lc.
cl; iss womr:n nriqlrt have symlrathized
pr ivately wi th her rebel l ion against  the
str ictures of  Victor ian qencler roles,  thc,
intaqc of Mary Sheerdy as ;rn aqent of
fernalc ompowermcrnt ancl advocricy

miqht have touchecl already deep
insecur i t ies amonq l - incci ln men and
el ic i ler l  r  wirv( 'of  misogvnist  anxi t ' lv .

On the other hand, v iewing Mary as a
victinr rather tfran a perpetrator offerecl
l i tt ler comfort. Her sedr-rction by several
mcn seemed to confirrn erowing fears
of a yrreilatory threat to moral, middle
class womern poscd by "sporting men"
or "r l r r r les" of  the male subcul ture alr ing
P Street By l8!X),John Sheedy w:rs a
wel l  known f iqrrre in thc r l is t r ic t ,  and in
t t re rrr i r r r ls  of  mi i r ry Lirrcolrr i tes,  l te stoor l
for  t l re qanibl inq,  dr inkirrg,  i l l ic i t  sex,
; r r r r l  i r r tcrr ; ic ia l  sot  iaI  iz ing-"nt ix i  nq"-
tltat rrrany feart'r l was r:ornr;rt inq urb;rrr
socicty.  Morrclay McFarland's i r rvolvr-
ment further racializecl thosc fcars and
corrflatecl t lrr:nr with risinq racial tensions
thert at:c:omlri inicd the qrowth of I-irrc:olrr 's
srnal l  b lar :k t :onrrnrrni ty.  In the 18!X)s.
nr iddlc t ' lass people in Lincoln nrrd
t l t ru l rq l rorr t  the rrortherrr  lJni tecl  States
i nc:rcasi rrqly bel ir:vc'<l th;rt i nterr;ic ial
rrrixirrrl t lrrer;rlened Anre'rican soc ial orulcr. '

ThourIh nrost townsyreoplt ' seernecl to
bel ieve Mc Far larrd 's c orr f t 'ss ion (he dic l ,
af ter  a l l .  rcpt 'at  i t  t l r rce t inres),  ancl  ntost
tlrorrqlrt Mary was guilty, the ag{ressivt'-
rtess of the prosercutiorr raisccl (:onc(:rn
and qerrerated synrlrathy for hur. T<r

many i t  appeared that she was not only
the vict im of  male predatory sexual
behavior.  bt t l  a lso of  rnale venr{ean( r , .
greed, professional ambit ion. and public
corrupt ion.  Those who bel ieved that
Mary was innocent werc) even more
convinced that she was the vict im of
a corr t tp l  t  ,  rnspirat  v ; rmr )ng greedy
pol ic:e of f ic ia ls,  boosters.  businessmen.
and lawyers who wanted control of
John Sheecly's estatc. whethcr throrrgh
loyalty to Sheedy or a desire to sett le
p;rst scrores. Whichever way one took i t .
her str iry-and the murder case i tself-
rundermined the integr i ty of  the t rooster
t ' thos,  shook r l idcl le c lass conf ic lence.
and exlrosed deep racial,  qencler, sexrr; i l ,
r t tr i r t i l ,  ; i rrd lrsyr:hokrqir:al tcnsions that
t l r reaterrer l  s<tr : i i i l  r i r r l t : r  in l , incoln 's
crimplac:cnt post-f  rontier society.

Above al l ,  Sheecly hirnsel f ,  h is reput;r
t ion,  ; rncl  h is twenty-year involvernerr t  i r r
ci ty affairs, raised ther pr()sl)ect that the:
mrrrcler w;is a pol i t i r :al  ; i r : t  carr ied orrt in
the context of an onqoinq ; lol i t ical strrr{{1r,.
' l 'hat 

lrrosper:t  elevatecl t l re re; ic t iorr to
events surrouncl i r l r l  I r is  r l t :ath to qcrrrr int '

shock i i t rout  t l re state of  r r rbarr  l i fe in
I- i r r i :o ln.

Sirrce t r is  arr ival  f rorn ( lounc: i l  Bl t r f fs.
krwa, in i [169, Streecly lracl br- 'err ;r  r :r 'ntral

It wos importont both to
Molone ond ... Melick

thot they know the exoct
testimony of (former Moyor
Robert) Grohom, for these
three were the only ones
to whom McForlond is

supposed to hove mode
his' voluntory' confession
ond to hove stotements
coincide wos something
devoutly to be wished.

The Linr:olrt Coll
May l i l ,  1891

Chief ol Pol ice Somuel Melick ( left) ond Detective Jomes Molone.
The Lincoln Col/.  Mov 13. I  89l ,
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f igure in a perrsonalized. predominantly
male. commercial booster ethos that
was wil l inq to tolerate virtually any busi-
ness, including the shacly ancl ,  in sonre
cases, outriqht i l leqal enterl;rises of the
"tJptown" district. as lonq as they r:orr-
tirruerd to fi l l  city coffers ancl rcrnainccl
c:onfined to a specific: p;rrt of town. By
thc late 1880s Shee'dy h;rrl bt'c:orne tlre'
focal point of a re-enerqizetl effort bv
rekrrmers tct c lean up the city. livery tirle
Ite evarlecl t lre refornrers, t l iey escalatecl
l l rc i r  cf f , r r ls  lo qel  l r i r r r .  r rs i r r r . l  i r r t  r , 'as-
inqly iirlrlrerrsive tactir:s that skirterl r:loscr
to the nrarqins of legality arrd nror:rl i ty.
Mcanwhile lte also gaincd r:ncnrics
alnonq his cornpetitors, clients, ancl
emprloyees in tfre dentimoncle.

Although his nturcler threw the city
i r r to an ul)roar,  i t  is  str ik i r rg t l rat  i t  c l i t : -
itecl so few expressions of surltrise,
sorrow. ()r reqrct. Most Linr:olnites,
apparently, clid not believe the mrrrclt:r
was a r;irrckrnl evor)t, anrl nost altltarently
cousicleretl i t the just clesserts of a
corrul) t ,  imrnoral  p layer i r r  t l r t :  ongoinq
struggle between qoocl ancl evil. But thcr
selt-conqratulatory tone that usually
ac r:ortrpanies the triunrph of qootl was
rrotably abscnt, perhaps suggestirri l
sorl le concern about the metlrods
employed in tlr is casc. Suc:h c:onr:ern
reflected a clcerperr fear that beneath the
prrbl i r :  far :e of  events lay corrupt iorr  ant l
r 'onslriracy that reflcc:terl a deepenirrrq
pol i t ical  ancl  r : r r l tural  cr is is.  By 1891, a
qraclual  shi f t  in the ethical  c l imate c i f
lrrrblir: affairs, uncler wzrv for years, seenrecl
poisi:cl to break tlrrorrqh. Irrt:reasinqly
the traditional "business as usual" city
polit ics, donrinatcd by a small booster
elite rnaking use of insicler infornration,
personal influence, patronage, and
even vigilantism, was being stiqmatized
as crorrupt and immoral

From the sta(, contments in the prers
on irregularit ies, inconsistencies. and
unexpected turns in the caser foc:userd
on the actions clf certain individuals
involved in the arrest and prosecution of
Mary Sheedy and McFarland. Concerns
about undue influence first surfaced
when John Sheedy's brother, Dennis

Mory Sheedy on the witness stond
The Lincoln Co/l  Mov 10. I  89l

Notwithstonding the ordeol
through which she hos

possed ond yef musf poss,
it must be conceded thof

Mary Sheedy hos borne up
brovely ond disployed o

nerve of iron. But only once
hos she foltered in fhe court
ond been compelled fo give

woy to the flood of teors
thot would nof be stoyed.
She hos olways borne o
courogeous demeonor,
the outword semblance

of a stouf heort,
ond so she oppeored.

'flp Lirtcctln Coll
May i8,  1891

Sheed_v. a merchant.  businessman, and
vice presiclent of the Colorado National
Barrk of L)enr,'er. arrivecl in Lincoln to
rnakc, sure the murderer was prosecuted.
Ile brorrqht trvo Pinkertcin detectives,
oflerecl a five hundred-dollar reward for
the t  aptrLre of  h is brother 's murderer,
l incl  sorrqht.  to no avai l ,  to prevent an
int lLrest  f ronr being held.

('orrcerrrs aborrt a brozrderr curnspiracy
n'cre' raisecl rvhen Dennis Sheedy con-
t;rctctl .]oirn Fitzgerald, presiclent of the
First \; i t ional Bank. I"itzgerald also was
i i r r  inf  lL i t 'nt ia l  ra i l road contractr t r ,  re i i l
cstatt ' clt 'r ' t ' loJretr. prominent reformer in
lot l i l  pol i t i t 's .  and, f rorn 188( i  through
1,\ l )0 tht '  president of  the I r ish Nat ional
Lt,i i( ire. L)errnis Sheecly knew lritzqerald
tl rrouqh bar rkir rg and railroad constnrctiorr
l r r is incss.  and probably he knew that
Ir i tzqeni lc i  ; rncl  h is Iawyer,  Turner
\l.rrquett of the firrn Marcluett, L)eweese.
l rnt l  I  l ; r l l .  ' , r 'ere entbroi lecl  in a legal
strLrr lq le aqainst  Jay G<lulc l ,  the nci tor ious
f  i r rancier u 'ho control lecl  ancl  managed
a viist s\-ste'nl of western railroacls. Dennis
Sht,t ' t lr probably believed he could
( oLlnt  ( )n Fi tzgerald to acquire the best
I t 'q;r l  c orrnsel  in l , inr :o ln on his behal f .  [ t
is  less c lear whether or not he knew that
l; ' i tzgcralcl arrcl John Sheedy had been
Iorrq-tirne aciversiir ics in local polit ics
ancl the real estate business. Since the
nrit l-188()s. thc twr.r had squared off on
opposite sirles in the strugglc between
the reformers ancl the boosters. They
had recently competed for parcels of
clowntowlr real est:rte, and a month
before the nrLrrder Sheedy hacl f i led a
sr:ries of restraining orclers to block the
construction cif street railway tracks in
front of his house by a corrtpany in
which John Fitzgerald was an officer.
Only tcn ciays before the murder, Sheedy
had defended his l i t igation against
Fitzgerald in a letter to the lVebrosAa
State Jc,tumal, saying that he had sued
the company without any previous
consultation with Fitzgerald.

The motives of Dennis Sheedy and
John Fitzgerald seemed clear to some
observers when it became publicly
known that Jcihn Sheedy, with an estate
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This ofternoon the court room wos visited by
hundreds of lodies ond the front rows of seots were
odorned with goily bedecked hots ond o diversity

of ribbons, while woll flowers in the shope of be-whiskered
men were strung olong oisles ond wolls.

7-lrr: Lirrcolrt Coi1, Mav l:1. 1891

estin-rated at $100,000 to $200,000. had
died without leaving a wi l l .  Thus. under
a state law enacted in 1889, Mary
Sheedy would automat ical ly inher i t
hal f .  and the rest  would go to s ib l ings or
relatives. But it seemed ominous that
only nine days before the murder the
Nebraska Supreme Court had ruled that
a person "could not take by inheritance
the estate of a person he murclers." rnak-
ing i t  in I )ennis Sheecly 's f inanc: ia l
intere'st to have Mary c:onvictecl. Ancl it
seemed more than coincidence that a
wee:k after the murder Fitzgeralcl, .krhrr
Sheedy's former adversary, whose
rnotivr:s for wantinq to control Sheedy's
estate were very different from Dennis
Sheedy's. w;rs appointercl by the corrrrty
court, alonq with Mary Sheccly, as
adrninistrator of  Sheedy's estate.r '

The inflrrence of Fitzrlerald and [)ennis
Sheecly on the c:ase did nrit stop there.
As was tlre c onrrnorr pr;x:ticr-. of the tinrc,
var ious lawyers ( inclLrdirrq,  very br ief ly.
WiI I iarn Jcnninr{s Bry:rrr)  scramblecl  t<r
carry out invest igat ions of  their  own, put
toqether ciefense strateqies ancl of fer their
services to the accusecl. l iventrrally l l lary
hircd .lc'sse (1. Strode anrl Royal D. Stciirns,
Johrr Sheecly's lonq-tirne lawyers, wlrr.r
hacl  recent ly beerr  involvecl  in his f ight
;igainst the street railway. In April two
lawyers on the refornr sicle of city lurl it ics.
L.  W. Bi l l inr ts l i 'y . ; r r rc l  .1.  E.  Phi lpot t ,  wcrc
appointet l  to i lef t 'nt l  Mc:Far lar td.  at  h is
request.

Meanwhile Dennis Sfrer:dy, folkrwinrl
a lrractit:c that was sti l l  lcqal in thc 1890s,
l i irerd two li iwycrs, Frarrk M. Hall ancl
Genio M. [ -anibertson. to assist  countv
attorney Novia Snel l  in prosecr-r t i r rq t l rc
c'asc. Srtr: l l  wiis a rcforrlr polit i t: iarr vr' i t lr
close ties to Fitzgerald. []all was a I)a11n('r
of Iritzgerald's lawyer. Turner Marquett. anrl
a pronr inent at torney for the RLrr l inqton
and Missour i  River Rai l road, as wel l  i rs
a criminal lawyer. Lambertson was t: ity
attornev and an associate of McFarland's
attorney, L. W. Bil l ingsley.

To many Lincolni tes in 1891. such
rnaneuver inq. in both the prosecut ion
and the defense, by prominent reform
adversaries of Sheedy indicated sorne

"Types of Beouty ot ihe Triol." The Lincoln Cctll. Mc:y '13. I 89l
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kind of corruptir-rn. Were Dennis Sheedy,
Fitzqerald. ancl their attorneys prosecuting
Mary in orcler to get a ccinvicticin at any
r:ost ancl t lrus control the entire etstate/
Or. since lritzqcrald was alreaciy an
administrator of t lte t:state, and its c:ontrol
u'as probably assurcd anyway. was his
involvcnrr:nt inte.ncled to cover a deeper
r:onspiracy by assrrring Mary's conviction
kr obst:ure thc truth of Sheeriy's murcler
as r('venqe ar{ainst a lonq{inte aclversary
ancl a polit ical act in ther struggle between
refonn tincl crtrrLrpticln? Such srrspicions
ancl fears of corrspiracy, the tnrth of
which remains inaccessible behincl  a
foq of c:onfl ictinq evidcnce. speculation.
tlossip. ancl hearsay, reflect t irer intense
('oncern i it the tirner aborrt how decply
r:ornrption hacl pi:nr-.tri i ted Arncrican Iife
ancl irffcr:ted reforrners, lxtosterrs. and the
leq;i l t 'onrmunity as well. The Sheecly
case rnarks a rilornent in Linc:oln's history.
wlrcn.  ; is  in ot l rer  c i t ies in t l re l ter iod,
reforrners anrl boosters were shockecl to
cliscover that their styles. strategies. ancl
tar:t i i :s hacl lrecorne a]mctst inclistinguish-
;iblc, and rnany conr:lrrclerl that real
cltanqc would oc:c:rrr only if modern
relornr strateqies were implenrcnted. "

The jriurney to this moment in Lincoln's
history had begun in the 1870s when
{rou ps of ntetrc:hants, ntanufactu rers, b usi-
nessm('n, ancl lawyers established th<:
lrooster ethos. Most favorcci arr
orclerly, o[)ell. economic clintate that
provicierl opportunities to iis many preo;ile
as possible. TItey speculate'd in real
csti ite. opened businesses and ltrofes-
siorral  of f ices,  and bui l t  of f ice blocks.
hotels, and places of entetrtainment.
They also were active in city gcivernment
as mayors, city criuncilnten. sheriffs,
just ices,  and judges. [n t ime, they
Iouncled ther Lincoln Board of Trade
for the "mutual  benef i t  of  a l l , "  and the
Lincoln Commercial  Club, to promote
econoniic development and infrastructure
investment. They petit ioned the city
council to qracle streets. build cisterns
and drainage systems, install streetlights,
establish a night watch, and regulate
traffic. and replaced these rudimentary
improvements with modern water and

sewage systems, paved streets, electrici[2,
improved police and fire protection, a
uni forrn svstem of addresses. s l reet(  ar
sr:rvice, public schools, anil hospitals.
To finance improvements, boosters
campaigned for bond issues, higher <:ity
debt,  and higher taxes. Annual  budgets
qrerw. hired experts and bureraucrats
replaced patronaqe pol i t ic ians,  and
Lincoln, it seemecl. was on schedule to
becomc a bur4eoning, nrodern metropolis.

In the 1880s the ci ty 's economy con-
t i r ruer l  to qrow, but no m;rnuf: ictur inq
base devekrltetl. B<tosters, apparently
fail ing to understand that the c:ity's location
relativer to regional and natictrral markets.
not a lar:k of entrerpreneurial i ictivity.
was resprinsible for thc dearth of rnanu-
[at  l t t r i t r r l .  pr()p(,s( ' ( l  i r r i t i i r t i res lo l r t t rut  I
rrurnufacturers. When cleveloprnent

grants. stipends. subsidies, and tax
abatement schemes failed, some boosters
shifted their attention to railroad rates.
launching invest iqat ions and f i l inq law-
suits-against the Chicago, Burlington,
and Quincv in particular-and suppctrted
the fornration of a st;ite transportatiorr
board. But Lincoln l.rad been a "Burlington
town" s ince 1870. and many manufac-
turers. merclrants, i ind professionals
were dependent on the CB&Q for their
l ivel ihoocis.  Thus the ncw "bi te the
hancl that feeds you" rnentality openerd
a f issure in t l ru uni f ied booster ethos
that hacl prevailecl for f ifteen years.

The iittack on the railroacls ntarkecl a
shift in perspective antorlq srinte menrbetrs
of  tht ,  business arrr l  pol i t ical  corumunity,
u 'ho beqan to apprr . rach Lincoln 's
ccorronl ic f rustr i i t ions bv focrrs inr l  orr

Throughout the oudience fhere wos here ond there
o womon, but the oudifors on the whole were the kind

usuolly seen of such triols.
'l'lte I.incoln Call, May 12, 1891

"They wont to heor the focts." The Llncoln Call, MaV 12, lBgl
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correcting perceived failures rather than
on using government to stimulate local
development through traditional means.
The rcsul t  was a f ; r r ' l ional iz ing of  t  i lv
politics and the emergence of two groups
with conflicting strategies for promoting
development. One group, relatively
traditional boosters, sougtrt to maintain
a tolerant. wide<rpen economy and
urban commercial culture using city
government to stimulate development
thnrugh economic incentives and rewards.
They remained untroublerd by the
customary influence peddlinq i ind
patronaqe systems th:rt supporterl certairr
dr:vekrpers and tolerated the nrild
lawlessness of the P Street saloon-arrd-
i larnbling-hall subculture. In opposition
werc ther rerformerrs-merchants. lawyers,
clerrgymen ancl other professionii ls who
launched sporadic attacks against thcr
clisorderly, primarily rnale subc:ulture
with its social evils of alcohol, gambling,
and prostitution thzit had ac'cornpartiecl
clevekrpment in most railrclad towns
and clther new cities across the Werst in
the 1870s. As r-rnity in the r:ornrricrcial
ancl polit ical conrmunity eroded, the twcr
factions became involved in a polit ical
struggler that, because of the srnall size
of the young city, became hopelessly
irttertwined and corrupted. Policy clevel-
opment was thwarterd, and Lincoln was
left i l l  prepared to respond to more
serious economic and social challenges
of the next decade.

With the formation cif a Prohibit ion
Party in 1880, the reform movement
became organized. Mclving beyoncl
simple demonstrations against saloons,
they launched a series of regular
temperance meetings and formed a Red
Ribbon Club that quickly gained 2,00i)
members. In doing so, they gained
support for their polit ical carnpaign to
increase saloon license fees, renewing
an effort f irst undertaken in 1877 by
Mayor Harvey Wesley Hardy. [n 1880 the
Prohibit ion Party ran a slate of reform
candidates for local offices. Significantly,
following the lead of reformers in other
western towns (but preceding those in
nearby Omaha by twenty years) they

Mondoy McForlond on the witness slond.
The Lincoln Call. Mav I0. I891 .

. . .(M)V poor client did not
sleep thot night, but stood

in feor looking into the
corridor of the joil oll night
long. He ... wos told thot

fifty men were there ond os
soon os the crowd reoched

one hundred they would
toke him out ond hong him.

Defense attorney W. l l. Woodward
qrroterd by Tlrc Lirtroln Call
May 14, 1891

organized a quasi-  v iq i lante pol i t ical
action organization called The Law and
Order League.r I

In 1883 reform lawyer and former
police judge Robert E. Moore was elected
mayor and launched a campaign to
reform laws controll ing l iquor sales,
especially from bars and taverns alcing
O and P streets in the "Uptown" district.
Moore and the Law and Order League

were challenged by traditional boosters
who argued that a more open city was
better for business and downtowrr
development. In 1885 Carlos C. Burr. ;r
real estate developer. lawyer, and com-
mercial booster ran as the Republican
candidate in a three-way race for mayor
against Democrat reform booster John
Fitzgerald and former Mayor i lardy of
the Prohibit ion Party. ' Ihese first salvos
in the struggle Lretween reform ancl
commc.rcial booster strategies trigge red
ii series of events thiit, by 1892, woukl
frzrqrrrent the boosterrs i irrd cxposc the
deqrce to which c:ornrption lr; ir l r:onr
prrirnisecl and blurrerl their clifferences.

The [,aw ancl Order l-eaqrre ntarkecl
a new departure for thn reformers, whci
woulcl no lonqer seek to reforrn urban
life througir rrroral suasir.rn alone. In the
tri idit ion of cit izcn viqilantr: nlovcrn('nts
thiit often cmerqerrl witlr in or along witlr
the boosterr ethos, the leaquc orqanizecl
a cit izern<liret:teci krqislativi-. ancl legal
carnpaign to target offenders :rnrl prrt
them orr t  of  business and in ja i l .  ' l 'he

leaquc's legal anrl leqislative strateqies
threatened to unclerminer ther personalizecl
reqime of city l i fe in which influential rnen.
including centrist commercial boosters
such as Burr, nrerqecl serlf interest with
the interests of the city in pursuit of
wealth. f 'or Burr and rithur downtown
developers, business, whether legitimate
or i l legitimate, provided revenues that
enhernced ther i: i ty tax bascr and gcner-
ated further growth and development.
' fo Burr  and his c i rc le,  insider deals,
inf luence, money, and "arrangements"
amonq real estate developers, the city
counci l ,  t l ' re pol ice,  and entrepreneurs
in the P Street subcul ture- including
rnonetary "consideration," kickbacks.
"rent," "taxes," and "init iation fees" to
city officials and the police in return for
freedom from prosecution-was good
business and good politrcs.

Sheedy had been a key figure in the
"business as usual" realm. A real estate
developer and builder, he had purchased
the last open parcel of land in the business
section at the southeast corner of
Twelfth and P Streets and was commended
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At nine o'clock the prisoners
were conducted into court.
ond shortly ofter the jury-

o dozen wise visoged men
picked occording to the

Iow of Nebrosko, bod luck
to it-filed into the room
ond o few of them knew

enough to be seoted.
The Lincolrt Call
May 18. l89l

by the press for "irnprovIinq] the city"
in the sumrner of  1885. In June 1887, I r t :
was praiscd for buildinq ther threer-striry,
stone-f;rced []otel Mack, at !)l l2 P Street,
"ct.rnstnrc:tecl with innovative deeper
footinqs ft ir incrreased wall support."
l-lut he nrade rnost of his rnoncy-anrl
exerciserl his powr:r-i is a "slrortirrq
rn;rrr"  ancl  "a common gambler."  With a
reputation "across the West." enhanced by
tissociation with his cousin, the "farnecl"
Clhicaqo qanrtrler Pat Sheedy-ancl per-
fraps funded by him as well-Sheedy
had bec:ome a "man of  weal th and large
inf luerrc:e in t f re c i ty courrr : i1,"  inf luence
Ire errhancecl  by provic l inq venues for
the male "sport inq" subcul t r r re in which
blacks and whites. workers, laborers,
"sporti nq rnerr," travelers, bLrsinessrnerr,
entert;rinerrs, ancl "nymJrhs rlu pave," err-
joyed, relatively siifely, a drink, ;r c:iqar, a
garne of carcls, faro, or roulette, anrl sex.

By the late 1880s, Sheecly's gambling
establ ishment was at  the center of  the
U;rtown clistrict between Ninth ancl
'fwelfth on P Street. The district held
taverns,  saloons, gambl ing hal ls,  c lub
houses, barberrshops, one or two "colored
gambling dens." and a few houses of
prostitution, possibly, after 1887, including,
the Hotel Mack. Most of the twenty or
sci houses of prostitution in Lincoln in
the 1880s and 1890s were in "boarding
houses" down the hil l  from the Govern-
ment Square on Ninth and Tenth streets
in a distr ict  cal led the "Tender lo in."

"A Trio of Jurors." [he Lrncoln Coll, May 14,

' l 'hrorrqh his inf lucrrcc,  Shcedy appar-
ently protcctccl cstablishments in the
district. To frustrate reform legislation,
her placed his own people in the c i ty
counci I  or  control lecl  counci I  n ierrnbt:rs
with bribes. He evadecl arrest ancl prris-
ert : r r t ion by brry ing of f  the pol ice and the
pr i l i r :e c:ourt  judge. I  le also inf luenced
ci ty pol icy,  and refr l rmers bel ievcr i  that
Carlos []urr, nrayor in l8lJll ancl 188(j.
and others wlro turrrecl  a bl int l  e 'ye to
Sheecly 's busirress l r rac: t ic :cs arrd v i t :e in
qeneral ,  were i r r f luerrced by Slrer:dy ancl
others of the l) Street ancl l 'errclt:r lr i irr
subc'ul ture.  Burr ,  they charqed. wi ls " i r
friencl ancl associtrtc of qarnblcrs ancl
thr-rqs" and "was ac(' l lstornt' i l  to spencl
his time at Shccdy's 'garnbling hell." ' Lrsinq
it, as <ithur pti l i t icians harl, in:rn unofficial
I  te l t  lqt  t ; t r l t ' rs.  I t  r t l t ' t ' t  l .  so l  r t 'nrasive was
Sltecdy's power. that s<ime des;lerate
refornrers beq:rn to r:orrtunrplate usinq
their  adversary 's tar : t ics to put hir r r  out
of business.

' l 'he rnayoral campaign of 1885 was a
confrontation between reform and the
status quo. Burr defeated reform Democrat
Iritzqurald by <tnly l '10 votes. with Prohibi-
t ion candiclater l"lardy a distant third.
Fitzgerald fi led a protest with the city
counci l  and instructed his lawyers.  C. O.
Whedon, Novia Z.  Snel l ,  and Andrew J.
Sawyer, all ardent reformers and Law
and Order League members (Sawyer
was president) to protest the council 's
planned rneeting to ratify the vote the

I89t

fol lowinq eveninq. Refornr counci l
nrcrnbers supportecl  the objectrr i r r .  t r t r t
the c:oLrnc' i l  mert  arr t l  af f  i rnrccl  I ] r i r r 's
v ictory.  Reformers werc t  orr l i r rct ' i l  Burr
f rad stolen the elec: t iorr .

Mayor Burr  for :uscr l  i r is  at tcnt iorr  on
uruIc'nt infrastnrr:ture rteerls. iront'r er. ;rrrrl
[;rw i irr<l (Jrdcr Leaqirc crorrrrcLI rrrerntri 'rs
were able to pursue their rt ' iorrrr irqcrrcla.
ln November 1885 thev rcorqirrr izcr l  t l re
pol ice departmerrt  erncl  establ ishecl  a
r rerw police ctxkr ir rcreasi lrq er r torcer nr:nt
in the v ice c l is t r ict  throLrqir  a sr  stcrn of
beat of f icers who were prohi l r i tecl  f rorn
enter ing t i iverns.  saloorrs.  arr t l  qarnbl ing

lr laces and from accept inq dr inks ancl
c iqars,  aplrarent ly a cofnnr()n pract ice:
previously.  ' l 'he new cocle also nrade the
ac:c:eptance "of  arry fce.  re 'narc1. or qi f t
frorn any persor) arrt 'stecl or frorrr trny
persrxr in his custodv" i inrrrecliate qrouirrls
for ciismissal frorn the force. qave polic:e
nightst icks and f i rearms. and rcclrr i red
thenr to obtain a search wiirrant before
enler inq a plar 'e where t l re l  sus|et  l t ' r l
i l legal  act iv i ty was occurr ing.  ' l 'he new
croder, in short, rerclucred inflrrenc:e by
replacing personal irrtcri ic:t ion between
the prolice and trusiness operzrtors with
professional rules and procedures. r ' '

IJarrison D. Litt lefield, a sc.lf-styled
"Law and Order pol iceman" beqan
walking his beat on P Street on Decernber
1, 1885. He observed that Shee'cl1"s
establishnient above Qr-rick's saloon.
was crowded at all frours by a clientele
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that included Mayor Burr and prominent
members of the town elite, who were
dr inking, smoking, playing "stud horse"
poker. roulette, and faro, and consorting
with prostitutes. Quick's saloon, "one of
the finest l iquor and bil l iard establisfrments
in the c i ty"  had long been a focal  point
for reformers. The Ladies Temperance
Society had demonstrated in front of
(luick's ir.r February 1874, and the next
eveninq a group of saloon patnrns
retaliated, in the traclit icin of urban male
subcultures that cultivatecl sarcastic ancl
ironic behavior tri vcnt social tensions,
by clressing in wcirnen's clclthing and
c:arrying out mock r:ricls on Quick's ancl
rrearby saloons. The sakrcin also had
been the "quasi-official" headquarters
for polit ical clubs, fraternal orders (Quick
was a member of the Kniqhts of Pythias).
sportsmen, ancl. sinc:e Quick also raised
livestock, Lincoln's c:itt lemen. In the early
1870s, Quick servecl as a c:ity council-
rnan, and fnrm 1871J to 1887 as f i re chief ,
and his sakron ireciirne an unclff icial
c lublrouse for pol i t ic ians ani l  f i rernen.
entrancing its role as i i c:enter of Lint:oln's
male subcul ture.r l

In the early 1880s, the Law and Ordcr
Leagr.re had twicc tried to close the place,
but both cascs were clismissecl. Early in
1U8ll, with the cooperation of the polic:e,
thc leaque init iatecl a "swc-'ep" of the
vice district and several operators,
including Sheedy, were arrested, but he
evaded prosecution. In November the
police receiverd ctirnltlaints about Sheedy's
casino, but the plaintiffs changed their
story and "refused to give testirnony of
value," and no charges were fi led. In
early 1886, however, after a rnonth of
surveil lance, league president Sawyer,
the league's lawyer, Frank Lewis, and
Officer Litt lefield were ready to take the
battle against corruption and vice t<r
another level . r ;

On January 20 Litt lefield fi led a
complaint in the county court cif Judge
Charles M. Parker charging Sheedy,
August "Gus" Saunders, and others with
operating an illegal gaming establishment.
Search and arrest warrants were issued,
and the police raided Sheedy's estab-

lishment. Saunders was arrested. but
Sheedy aqain evaded arrest-this time
because he was at home recuperatinQ
from a stab wound inf l ic ted byJay
Patterson, another gambler, in a late-
night altercation on P Street .

Released on bail, Saunders retaliated
by suing the Law and Order l-eaque krr
i l lergal entry. Juclge Parker. unlike many
judges across the Midwest who fook a
dim view of the qrrasi- vigil; inte ac:tivit ies
of qroups l ike the league, threw out the
suit and summoned Saun<lers to appc'ar
on tire q;imbling charge. When Siiunders
failecl to itppear, l 'arker clec:larecl him in
conternl)t of criurt ancl issued it wiirri int
for his iirrest. Metinwhile, the case against
Shcecly and Saurrclers w:rs sent kr District
Court . r ' i

In response to the Law ancl Orditr
Leaquc's slrccess in court, M:ryor Burr
nnd counc:i l members who opposed the
leaguc's acrtivit ies supportecl . ludge
l'arker's opponent in the April t 'ktction.
Their c:andidate, Albert l 'arsons, was
electecl. [ 'arsrirrs, a lawyer who hacl
spent much of  t l re previor.rs four rnt i r r ths
represer r l  i t  r r1 d, ' fenr latr ts i t  r  r ' ; rses
brought against thern by the lertigue, clicl
what he was expectecl to clo: f le tfrrew
vic:e c:ascs out of court, allowccl Sheedy
to reopen his casino, and resumetd the
monthly collcction of "f iners" front
gambling and prostitution establishments.
In fact, in order to avoid reporting funds
received to thc city clurk, Parsons went
door to dticlr to ccil lect tfre cash. Most
proprietors cooperated, it was just gooil
business to reduce the risk that one
would be "pul led" in a pol ice raid.

By fall i886, Judge f'arscins was
ignoring mcist l iquor and vice arrests,
including two more of  John Sheedy. In
frustration, the Law and Order League
targeted other saloonkeepers. gamblers,
and madams, in particular, Myrtle Stewart
and Ann(a) Tr ipp.  The ci ty counci l
passed stricter l iquor laws and an
ordinance against the "desecration of
the Sabbath."  hoping tu t r igger more
prosecutions. Significantly, police off icers
identif ied with the Law and Order
Ieague grew more aggressive physically.

The League's legal defense of a ;rolice
ciff icer sued for assault by a cit izen srrg-
gests that the league and the reforrners
were beginning to belic.ve that physical
force could be useful in establishing
social  order.r ;

In April 1887, perhaps encouragecl
by a growing national Law and C)rder
League urban reforrn movement, Lincoln
voters elected a new refornt council and
a ncrw nlayor, Andrew.l. Sawyer, whcr
hacl bcen Jrresidernt of the Lincoln Law
;ind Order League since 1885. Sawyur
inc:rcasecl Jrolice vice raids ancl, thror.rqh
c:loserr scrutiny of the police court. pres-
sr-rred Judqe P;rrsons to follow through
with tlre prosecution of vice cases. Mean-
whi le Sheecly and Saunclers cr int inuet l
to pressLlre l 'arsons to thwart police
efforts aucl clisrniss cases, and thcy
cont inuecl  to l ray hirn " f ines."

In May 18ti7 Tunis (luick cliercl suclclenly
ancl, t lrouqh it is rrnc:leri ir exac'tly how
events are' rerlatccl, only a l itt lc rnore
than a nronth latc.r .  on . lune 2l ,  Sheed_v
ancl Saunclers were arrestecl "for unlaw-
frrl ly keeping in roonrs locatecl in the
second story of  Quir :k 's saloon. .  .c:ertai r r
g;iming apparatus and devices. . .for tfre
purpose of playinq qames of r:hance."
Apparently Quick's considcrrabkr influ-
ence hacl protcc:ted Sfreerdy fronr
prosecution. Two days later Sheedy
and SaLrnders werrc finecl irt policcr court
by.ludge Parsons.' l 'hery appealed in Dis-
trict Court, but lost. It was apparent that
Parscins was no longer able to stand up
to the Law and Order League and was,
indeed, cheat ing Sheedy by accept ing
protection money from him. Sheedy ancl
Saunders "said nothinq in resJronser" to
the charges, but soon tried to replace
their former associate with a nrore
"effective" police judge. I '

Neither John Sheedy, Saunders, nor
fellow gambler A. J. Hyatt coulcl have
predicted the course of events that would
result from their cynical appearance
before the city council on August 1. 1887,
to fi le a "cit izens"' petit ion presented by
their lawyer, Jesse C. Strode, charging
Police Judge Parsons with blackmail
and embezzlement. Parsons. they
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charged, assessed "fines" against gam-
blers and pimps, then kept the money
for himself. Rather than questioning
Sheedy and Saunders's motives. Law
and Order League council members
saw an opportunity to pursue their own
goals, and formed a committee to inves-
tigate the charges. On September 19 the
committee delivered its report: Parsons
had accepted money, later estimated at
$ I ,430, from Saunders, Sheedy and other
gamblers, as well as "others"-i.e.
operators of houses of prostitution.
Parsons, throuqh his lawyers, 1,. C. Burr
(Carlos Burr's brother) and D. G. Courtney,
charged that the petit ion was brought
forward "to maintain the rule of bad
characters in this city," called the
evidence fraudulent, and questioned
the counci l 's  author i ty to remove him
from office. Ther committee agreed to
give Parsons a publicr hearing in early
0ctober.r l '

Anticipating the worst, however,
Parsons sought kr block the process. The
day before her was scheduled to appear,
his lawyer arguerd before F-ederal District
. ludge D;rvid J. Rrewer in St. Lciuis that
his client's right of due process had beren
violated by a "cons;riracy" of garnblers
and reformers in the city council whcr
wantecl to remove him from office.
Brewer issued an injunction forbidding
the mayor and council "to remove
Parsons or take any further evidence, or
vote upon the question of guilt." Furious
at this infringement on "home rule," Mayor
Sawyer and the council met anpvay,
tried Parsons "in absentia," found him
guilty cif "malfeasance in office," declared
the office vacant, and appointed a new
pol ice judge, Republ ican lawyer H. J.
Whitmore. On November 17, Judge
Brewer declared the mayor and city
council in contempt of court, levied a
fine, and ordered the federal marshal to
arrest them and bring them before him
in Omaha on November 21.:"

The mayor and council transformed
their arrest, appearance before Judges
Brewer and Elmer S. Dundy, and six-day
incarceration in an apartment in the
Douglas County jail into a mythic struggle

against unbridled power. With selt
consciously theatrical rhetoric and
behavior, they portrayed themselves as
a "band of brothers" comparable to the
lrish rebels, defending home rule against
federal power-a pervasive t oncern in
the pol i t ical  cul ture of  1880s. When the
council 's lawyer, Genio Lambertson,
rushed to Washington, D. C., to appeal
the case before the [Jnited States
Supreme Court, it received national
attention, including that r, if President
Grover Clerveland. The Supreme Court's
decis ion a month later declared that
Brewer had overstepped his jurisdiction-
a great victory krr the mayor ancl cituncil.
Briefly, [-incoln was in the national spot-
l ight. At home, the drarna ctialesced
various reform facticins into a unitecl
front aqainst a common foe, the triumph
of the rnayor and counci l  actual ly
strengtherning the reforrn party.rl

1 'he c i ty c:ourrc i l  soon launched ;r
reinvigorated police campaign Alth<tugh
it is not entirely clear how events are
relateci, Sheedy clid not benerfit from his
c:omplaint  against  .Juclqe Parsons. l l is
"gambl ing hel l "  renrainer l  c l t ised for
months, and when it reolrenecl he fac:r:d
continual harassment by two aggressive,
new " law and order" pol icerncn, James
Malone, who jo ined the force in 1887,
and Samuel Mel ick,  who was l ,ancaster
County sheriff fr<irn 1884 throrreh 1890
and I- incoln Pol icc.  Chief  f rom 1890
through 1895. Malone was twice arrested
for assault in 11187; Melick was arrested
for assault several t imes between i886
and 1890.rr1

Although the evidence is c:ircumstantial,
it seems there was a movement aforit
involving the Law and C)rder League.
Malone and Mel ick,  and, perhaps, some
boosters and lawyers, to "get" John Sheedy.
Apparently something of a marked man,
he was assaulted three times from 1888
through 1890, one attack leaving him with
a hole in the back of  h is skul l .  Because
of his crimes and his corrupting influence
on city l i fe, many l-incolnites had decided
that Sheedy had to go. Apparently they
were wil l ing to look the other way even
if a "vigilante" solution to the town's

"social  evi l "  problem r isked conf lat ing
reform with the corrrrption it soLlght to
el iminate. : ' r

It is in the context of this bitter f i\,e-
year struggle that Sheedy's murder and
the tr ia l  of  Mary Sheedy and Wil l iarn
McFarland in 1891 acquire deeper
meaning. Whether or not there real ly
was a conspiracy against . lohn Sheredy,
he had become a cr i t ical  l igure in town
pol i t ics and the social  and cul tural
tensions those polit ics reflectecl. ' l 'he

possibil i ty that his mrrrder u.'as a polit ical
act  pol i t ic ized thc t r ia l  of  Nlan'Sheedy
ancl McFarlanci, making it ;rnother episode
in the onqoing strLlggle of  refornr ar la inst
corrupt ion in which Sheer lv har i  l r layed
sci prominent a role.

The tr ia l  began on l \ lar  I  l f i l )1.  in the
distr ict  court  of  Judqe Al lerr  \ \ '  F i t ' ld at
the Lancasterr Countl '  CoLrrtlrorrse . Irrank
Hal l  opened for the prosecutron l r i ' fore
a jamrned col l r t roonl .  1 'he plosecLrt iorr
had accepted the clcfe nse rerlLrcst to try
Mary Sheedy ancl  lVlcFar lancl  t r iqet l rer .
' Ihe defense obviorrs lv hopecl  that  i f  the
case i iqainst  e i ther defr ,nr lant  r r  as weak,
both would Lre acclui t tecl .  l rLr t  l la l l
[ ,ambertson, ancl  Snel l  no c loulr t  rcc:or1-
r t izerd that  only Lly tn ' inq tht 'nr  toqet i rer
woul<1 they be able to incl i r t ,ct lv enter
McFarland's confcssiorr  aql i inst  \ lary
Sheedy. In a separate t r ia l  i t  u oLr lc l  havi :
been quickly disallowecl as heanin'. zind
even under these circumstances l t  was
feared that Judge Fielcl rniqht not allow
it to be considered ;rs cvide nc e against
Mary.  Hal l  arguerd that t l rs ' intcnded to
prove that Mary Sheedt' ancl I\ lcFarland
were both guilty of murcier ancl iiccessory
to murder based on IVIcFarlancl's c:onfes-
sion and support inq c i rc:Lrrnstant ia l
evidence. To corrriborate a theory that
Mary Sheedy and McFarland had both
murdered John Sheedy. and to establish
Mary's motives, the prosecution attorneys
presented evidence gathered by Nlalone,
Melick, and their own investigators. The
evidence focused on her relationship
with Walstrom, her plan, as evidenced
by several witnesses testifying that they
saw Sheedy and McFarland together
near the Sheedy's house shortly before
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the rnurder,  and her poisoning of  her
husband. For several clavs. the witnesses,
directed by Lambertson. told a strtry
"putrid with the odrtr of ntoral rottcnness,"
a "smutty" tale of adultery. ntiscegenation.
bribery. extortir>n, ancl murder. They
also presented evidence of McFarland's
activities that corroborated his c<tnfession.
fr is involvement in the plan. and his
purchase of  the murder weapon. Hal l ,
l,arnbertson. and Snell played on i l l icit
sex and risinq racial te-.nsiolrs. cvidenced
by police cri ickdriwns on black cstab-

Sheecly was "revolting." "unnatural,"
and absurd. The defense attacked the
prosecution's "pretposter()us" argument
that a whi te woman's al leged black
lover, would, with the promise of a
br ibe.  murder the husband so she could
qo off with another man. Mrtreover. they
produced several character wltnesses
who testif ied that Mary was .i proper.
moral woman, and it was absurd to irniig-
ine her ers an adulteress or rnurdcrer.
They also vigorously resistecl all effrtrts
by Lambertson ancl Hall to introdur:e

they had not been appointed by the
court but had been hirecl for feres "by
pr ivate part ies."  [n the ensuing debate
over the motion Stearns and Strode
argued that Hall and Lantbertson were
in the case to convict Mary at all costs
to ensure that the individuals who hired
thenr-whom most knew to be Dennis
Sheedy anrl John Fitzgeralrl-receivecl
rnost of John Sheecly's rlstate. Althouqh
ther motiorr failed, Stearns and Str<tcle
had introducecl to thet jury thit iclea of
im1>roper outside influence or even il
c:onspiracy of powerfrrl rnen arrd reforrncrs
to lrarne ancl c:orrvict Mary Slreccly. It
was a suqgestion, macle scveral t intes in
the press, that wiis surer to strikc ;i nelc
amonr{ the qrowinq nurnber of Nebraskans.
no cklrbt includinq nternbers rif the jury,
whri believccl that the unltridled power
of the railroads with their morropolistic:
shipPinq rriters wtrs squeezinq the inc:cime
of Nerbriiska fannurs anil businessrnen,
corruptinq state and local qovernrnetnt.
and undermininq the i r r t<:r l r i ty  of  t f re
judicial systern ancl dcmocrar:y in
gencral .  This popul ist  sensibi l i ty  had
prrividecl ferrti le polit ical qrouncl for the
developrnent of the F'arnter's All iance
aud. the fo l lowing year,  wr i r r lc l  qencrate
the founcling of the Populist l ' ]arty in
Ornafra. In thus playing tri the jurors'
prejucli<:ers. as Hall later charqed. Strridc:
skil l fully unclerminecl Mary's motive tt i
accluire her husband's estate (after all,
since the estate already was controlled
by Sheedy's adversaries, she probably
would not qet very nruch anyway), and
dis l rat  ted thc i t r ry wi th a t  onspirar.v
theory.

When the defense rested its case,
Novia Snell in "the best effort of his l i fc,"
followed by Judge Weir, ancl then F'rarnk
Hal l ,  who spoke with "unparal le led
eloquence in the annals of  the I . incoln
bar," reasserted in their closing arguments
the validity of the confession, and the
other evidence, and the presence <tf
motive, opportunity, and abil ity of the
defendants to commit  murder.  Hal l ,  in
particular, reasserted the soundness of
the case and confronted the conspiracy
theory head on, discounting as absurd

Whichever woy one took it, her story-ond the
murder cose itself-undermined the integrity

of the booster ethos, shook middle c/oss confidence,
ond exposed deep rociol, gender, sexuol, morol, ond
psychologicol tensions thot threotened sociol order

in Lincoln's complocent postJrontier society.

I ishments and irrr:reasetl cclntplaints of
racial  inc: i r lents upt()wn. but in general ,
the case against botlr clefenclants was
based on McFarland's confession. the
murder weapon, antl corrcbrtratinq
c:ircurnstantial evidence. Local newspa;lers
cleclared it an open-and-shut case against
McFarland, but wondered if the case
was stronq enough against Mary. since
there was sorne question whether or not
McFarland's confession c:ould be used
agii inst her.rr

Defense attorneys Jesse Strctcle, Royal
Stearns,  L.  W. Bi l l ingsley,  and Judqe I  I .
W. Weir of Boise City, ldatro, who joined
tfre defense at the suggestion of Mary's
uncle,  undermined every detai l  of  the
prosecution's case: McFarland's confession
was made under duress (though he did
not testify, he later said that he had
confessed falsely in fear of being lynched;
the prosecution argued he confessed on
three separate occasions, clear evidence
of the truth clf the confession). The
Sheedys were happily married. Testimony
placing Mary Sheedy and Walstrom
together was false. The idea of a relation-
ship between McFarland and Mary

evidence of Mary's relationship with
.Sheredy before they weret ntarried, her
lrrevious histtiry. her allegecl relationship
with Harry Walstrom, and her charactur,
re'infon:inq thcrir point, whic:h was sup-
portetl by Victorian gencler attitrrcles,
that it was absurcl t<t supyrose that a
wontan coulcl c<tmntit such a r:rime.
Evidence that Mary openly rnourned her
husband (and was not seen "gaily" playing
the piano in her parlor the :iftetrnoon
iifter his death as testif ied by a prosecu-
tion witness) strengthened the iclea that
she was not a c:old-hearted murderur.
Playing the on syntpathy for Mary Sheiedy
that Hall and Lambertson's unrelenting
assault on her character had elicited,
Stearns and Strode had her present her-
self in court as a ntoral, middle class
widow dressed in black and so emotion-
ally wrought by her husband's death
that she barely acknowledged McFarland's
presence. implying that the two scarcely
knew each other.

Near the end of the trial the defense
shifted tactics and filed a motion objecting
to Hall and Lambertson's participation
in the prosecution on the grounds that
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the idea that the prosecution was "in this
solely for blood money," and defending
the right of a cit izen to support the pros-
ecution and offer a reward.

In their closing, Stearns and Strode
hammered away at the confession,
punched holes in the fl imsy circumstantial
evidence, undermined the prosecution's
evidence of motive, and played upon
sympathy for Mary Sheedy, whom they
characterized as a wronged woman.
Then Strode again raised the conspiracy
issue, remarking that "Mr. Hall was a
member of a firm of railroad attorneys."
Hal l  took the bai t ,  angr i ly  denouncing
.Strode in open court as appealing in an
"unprofessicinal" and "unmanly" manner
kr "the prejudices of the jury," whom he
suspected "might all be mernbers clf the
farmer's all iance." In doing so, he played
into Strode's hands by again distracting
the jury from the evidence of the case.

ln his instructions to the jury, Judge
Field reiterated that although the defen-
dants were being tried krgether, the case
against  each should be considered
separzrterly. He also instructed the jury
not to consider McFarland's confession
as evidence against Mary, ancl he clarif ied
the definit ion of cin:umstantial evidence.

l,ate on May 28 the jury went into
deliberation, as local newspapers,
expressing concern that Mary Sheedy
would probably get off, proclaimed the
defendants guilty. The following after-
noon the jury returned with its verdict:
Not guilty on all counts for both defen-
dants. Spectators in the courtroom and
standing outside exploded into cheers-
punctuated by some hissing. The press

lrroclainrer l  the decis ion a miscarr iage
of justice and expressed concern that
even the legal system was corrupt. BLlt
even as the shock swept through Lincoln
society and the legal community, some-
thing in the response seemed amiss. Not
only was it unclear who had murdered
Sheedy, it was also quite unclear what
had transpired in the prosecution, and
a pall of suspicion was cast over the
act ions of  a l l  involved. '

Newspapers suspiciously scrutinized
the motives, tactics, strategies, and pro-

cedures of police, prosecutors, lawyers,
the mayor at the time of the murder
(Robert B. Graham, whose term had
ended in April 1891), and various groups
of townspeople, making it seem as if the
truth were inaccessible. Crit ics of Mayor
Graham declared that he had "sought to

locol ond regionol newspopers followed
the Sheedy lriol closely, often giving the
leod position ond dromotic heodlines to
eoch doy's developmenls. "Mondoy's
Yorn," Moy l6 ond "Both Go Free," Moy 30,
(opposite) were heodlinesin Vonily Foir,
o Lincoln i l lushoted newspoper with o
porliculor bent for sensotionolism.

close his term with a blaze of qlory, at
the expense of justice." Melick and Malone
were accused of having been blinded by
ambition and wil l ing to gather evidence
at any cost. Dr. Holyoke's unexplained
closing of the inquest raised the specter
of a conspiracy to convict Mary Sheedy
and McFarland without due process.
Dennis Sheedy's involvement also drew

comment-he had interfered in the
local  invest igal ion bv br ingirrg in
Pinkerton detectives, had offered of a
reward for information leadinq to the
arrest of the murderer, and had hired
Frank Hall to back up the cor-rntv pros-
ecutor, Novia Snell. an cild friend of John
Fitzgerald, whose role erlso'"r 'as que.s-
tioned. Fitzgerald had been appointed
an administrator of John Sfreeclr"s
estate, even though he u:is Sheedr"s
adversary. It appeared that he and Dennis
Sheedy were bent on convict inq \ larv.
gui l ty or not,  so thev cor-r lc l  qain c ontrol
of  John Sheedy's ent i re estate.

Also quest ioned were the act iorrs of
indiv iduals who souglr t  l \ lan Shi 'edr"s
convict ion but then sei 'nr t ,d to s ide rv i th
her at  cr i t ical  moments in the case I t
was unclear,  for  example.  l r 'hr '  ( -h ief  of
Pol ice Mel ick al lowed hinrsel f  to t r t '
befr iended by Mary Sheet l r  rvhi le 's i re
wiis in custody at his hclLrse. [ ' .r en stri inqer
was his aJrpointrnent bv the court  af t t ' r
the trial to replace N'lan as i irr aclrrrirris-
trator of . lohn Shrredy's ( 'sti l t( '  l lc i ind
his old f r iend John F- i tzqerald.  l r r . r th
reformers and [-aw and Order nren. had
workecl tclgethur for years to lrrinq clowtr
John Sheedy, and upon lVlan"s acqrrittal,
now control led the cstate.  Tlr is seerned
to f i t  suspic iously wel l  u ' i th Fi tzqerald 's
decis ion,  apparert t ly  at  Dennis Sheeclv 's
recl l lest ,  to hire Frank Hal l .  arrc l  i t
seemecl to crirroborate suspicions of a
plot against Mary. Finall l ' .  r,r 'hen I\ lary
was acqui t ted and the al legecl  p lot  bac:k-
fired, the very men who prosecuted herr
wi th such determinat ion qainecl  control
of the estate anpvay. [t suggested to son]e
that the prosecutors had covered them-
selves for ei ther outcome. anci  had
achieved their  goal .

That scenar io would explain the
presentation of what some believed was
a weak case against Marv, and it suggested
an even deeper conspiracy to sacrif ice
McFarland but acquit Mary and thereby
assure that all the lawyers involved
would be paid-if she were acquitted
she would have her share of the estate,
administered by Melick and Fitzgerald,
from which to pay Stearns. Strode. and
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Weir. The folktwing ye;ir Melick anrl
Fitzgerald, as estate adrninistrators, along
with Dennis Sheedy, resisted Mary's
efforts to acquire a larger share of the
estate. Meanwhile, the newspapers
seemed more interested in speculating
about the lurid details of a "noted crintinal
case" and pandering to a popular fasci-
rtation with malfeasance rather than
digging for the truth.ri

A "show trial," the case involved
some of lhe c i ty 's most prominent
lawyers and deepened public concern
about the motives and impartiality of
Lincoln's bar. The trial seemed more
important to lawyers as a career boosting-

indeed, career def ining-opportunity
(J. C. Strcide's obituary thirty years later
nade note of the case, for example).
Var iot ts obsert  ers.  whi le rer 'uqniz ing
that the lawyers pursued justice by
working as hard as they could for their
c l ients,  even i f  i t  meant t rue gui l t  or
innocence was not determined, ques-
tioned the motives, tactics, and actions
of lawyers on both sides. The motives
of Frank Hall, a railroad lawyer for the
Burlington and Missouri Railroad Company
and a partner of John Fitzgerald's lawyer,
Turner Marquett, were questioned from
the start. When Hall drew attention to the
issue of  undue inf luence by apologiz ing

to the jury for being "a railroad lawyer"
with no criminal law experience. and
then stepped easily into Strode's "trap."
further questions arose. In fact, there was
no dearth of  t  r iminal  law exper ience on
the prosecuti()n team:
ln spi te of  h is disclaimer.  Hal l  d id have
cr iminal  law exper ience, and Dennis
Sheedy also had hired Genio l-rnberts<in,
who hacl been LJ. S. Attorney frorn 1878 to
1887, and had sec:ured t i re c i ty counci l 's
v incl icat ion in 1887 af ter  returninq to
private practice.

Tactics suc:h as the risky clecision to
permit the defendants b bc tried toqether
were questioned as well, thriugh there
may have been n<t other way to get
McFarlancl's ctinfession before M;iry
Shecrly's jury. Risky, too, was therir
apparent overconficlencte, their overly
krrmal rhetoric in thetir closing arguments,
and their surprising etxcitabil ity a nuntber
of t imes in the case, which leil some to
woncler if, rather than ltursuirrg Mary's
cronviction, they had corrslrirecl t<r
"sacrif ice McF-arlancl" to rnake it seerrr
that justice hacl beren served. while
purposely offering a weak case against
Mary to assure her acquittal.

Perhaps what appeared t<t be a half-
hearted effort reflectecl a r:ertain
arnbivalence about the r:ase. I 'erhaps
they were unwilling k) preis for a nturcler
conviction and ii pcissible cleath sentence
(but no woman, even tct th is day, has
be-.en executed in Nebraska, and the
sentence probably would haver been lifet
imprisonment). Or perhaJrs they were
inclined to exonerate her, seeing some
measure of self-defense in her act,
perhaps they considered the murcler t<t
have done the city a favor. As lawyers
who had encountered each other for
years on oppcisite sides of the ongoing
struggle between the Law and Order
League and John Sheedy, the prosecution
team had represented clients who, for a
variety of reasons, had long since lost
patience with Sheedy and wanted to see
him brought down. They may have seen
Sheedy as a man whose departure from
Lincoln-or l i fe-would not be grieved.
Perhaps, for prosecutors and defenders
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alike, justice had already been done
with Sheedy's death, even if his murderer
was never brought to justice. Who really
murdered John Sheedy, and who else
was involved seemed, to many Lincolnites,
a question that no one really wanted to
answer. In the larger battle of good versus
evil, they may have concluded, Sheedy
had received his due, and the end lusti-
f ied the means.

Though the defense attorneys Stearns,
Strode, and Weir were pleased with the
outcome, and the prosecutors seemed
to feel that they had done the best they
could,  publ ic opinion focused on the
lawyers' efforts to acquire large fees for
a case "of more than ordinary importance"
from Sheedy's estate or the district
court. After perfunctory expressions of
joy or disappointment over the verdict,
the prosecutors scrambled to recover
costs and fees from the court, while the
defense attorneys pursued their fees.
Indeed, the day of the verdict, Charles
Cates Dawes, prominent lawyer and
businessman, wrote to his friend J. D.
Cox, reporting not on the verdict but on
the scramble for fees. He noted having
heard that "Colonel H. W. Weir of Boise
City," who had arrived late in the caser
to back up Stearns and Strode, objected
to the prciposed fee of $15,000 and
"lopped of f  $2,500" to make i t  $12,500
for Strode and Stearns (equivalent to
about $200,000 today).

Dawes wrote that he got involved
when Weir, "counsel for Mrs. Sheedy,"
asked him to research Sheedy's real
estate holdings, because Weir expected
he would "have to take a mortgage for
his fee." Dawes thought Weir "an able
and genial  gent leman," who "has a
tough client in Mrs. Sheedy." Dawes gave
Weir the "disappointing" news that
Sheedy's estate was worth only $54,500
(about $ 1,000,000 today), consisting
most ly of  the Hotel  Mack. the Sheedy
residence, another downtown lot, and
eighty acres in Clay County. In any case,
because the estate was controlled by
John Fitzgerald, and indirectly, by
Dennis Sheedy, Mary Sheedy, though
acquitted, eventually indirectly paid

part of the prosecuting attorneys' fees
as well. McFarland's lawyers were
remunerated by the court.i8

The day after his acquittal, Monday
McFarland, dressed in a "new suit of
clothes," left town "to visit his mother in
Kansas." Mary Sheedy, after visit ing her
mother in lowa, eventually returned tcr
Lincoln. She sold the Sheedy house
later in the year, and the following
spring was living in "rooms" at 1452 O
Street, sti l l  l isted as "widow of John."
Later in i892 she left Lincoln to marry
Max Brust, a traveling salesman for the
American Tobacco Company, in San
Francisco. On March 1,  1893, using the
name Mary Brust, and "in neeci of
money," she sued the estate for a larger
monthly allowance than the $8ll. l l l l  she
was receiving. The county court ruled
against  her,  but  she appealed, and
Dennis Sheecly brought in Frank Hal l
to argue the case in distr ict  court .  The
judge dismissed the case declar ing that
Mary had already helped herself to the
household furniture, a horse and buggy
ancl $500, and that she had, therefore,
alreaciy received an amount "to which
she was by law ent i t led."  By 1900 Max
Brust had settled down as a storekceper,
and soon thereafter the couple apparently
Ieft San Francisco.r"

It is diff icult to measure the effect of
the trial on Lincoln. Though events had
raised questions about the similarit ies in
the tactics of reformers and the corrupt
powers they aimed to reform, the out-
come, and the evasive responses to it,
seemed to confirm the faults of the existing
judir ' ia l  syslenl  as wel l  as lhe qender
and racial  structures impl ic i t  in the
booster ethos. With Sheedy gone, the
way was open for the Law and Order
League and other reformers. A month
before Mary Sheedy's acquittal, Austin
H. Weir (not to be confused with
defense attorney Judge H. W. Weir) had
been elected mayor on a "cit izens
reform ticket," which C. G. Dawes called
a "great triumph for honesty and reform.";r')

The convoluted machinations of
the trial raised deep concerns about
endemic corruption in public l i fe and

broadened the constituencv sr-rpporting
reform. Meanwhi le,  emboldened
reformers broadened their cause to
include social  as wel l  as pol i t ical  reform
and the el iminat ion of  r  ice.  Ser eral  pro-
gressive organizations were founded in
1892 and 1893, and cal ls for  reforms in
state and city government and the rail-
roads highlighted the conflicts of interest
and corruption at the heart of the
booster ethos. Then the crash of l89ll hit
L incoln hard.  forc ing r l r i lnv t  r  ]n lpanies
inb bankruptcy, throwing thousands out
of work, and leaving the street 'r 'en'

quiet"  in the fa l l  of  189i1.  As people
stepped back and considered the cor-
ruption <-rf the system, a "great l,u'ave of
"reform in municipal ancl state qovern-
ments before notoriously corrupt su'ept
across Lincoln, opening u[) .r ne\\ ' cir:rpter
in the city's history.' i l

Though the timing of Shecdr"s rnrrrder
and resurgent reform mat be mert:lr '
h istor ical  coincidence. i t  is  str ik inq
nevertheless. ' fhe advantage Slrecclr"s
removal gave reformers, hou ei er. nas
underminecl  dr-rr ing the recession that
fol lowed the crash of  189iJ I - ike other
groups, the booster reformers tacecl crisis
and decl ine,  and increasrnqir ' .  Iocal
init iatives failed, were cut short. fell shorl
c i f  expectat ions,  or  dr i f ted airnlesslr ' .  ln
the mid-1890s, after years of qro'"r 'th. the
core groups of Lincoln's booster culture.
the Union Club and the Chanrber of
Commerce, suffered a \&'ave' of departures
and resignations. For ten vearrs or more,
wholesale changes in citt personnerl
and decl ines in membership lef t  the sur-
v ivors struggl ing to pursue their  social
agendas in a det l in ing c i ty:  t l re hr )oster
ethos had lost its dynamic force. leaving
it vulnerable to conserv'ative reformers
in pursuit of conservative ends.

Across the nat ion,  a r is ing t ide of
reform and the crash of 189.i spr-rrred the
rise of Progressivism and the con',,ersion
of booster ism into c i ty planning and
scient i f ic  municipal  administrat ion.  In
Lincoln the same convergence. moving
dynamically along a different trajectory,
shaped an increasingly consenative
urban cul ture.  Instead of  tamins the
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metropolis and serving as a handmaiden
of development, reform emerged as a
strategy to slow or control social mod-
ernization and liberalism. After 1900-and
even through the l l )60s-t  onservat ive
reformers and boosters continued,
anachronistically, to enrploy a closed,
personalized style of elite leadership.
The legacy of the crisis cif the 1890s
would run deep in Lincoln's history.
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