John Schrag Espionage Case

By James C. Julnke

Tur Joun Scarsa espioname case was the dramatic
climax to the dilemma of Kansas Mennonites in World
War I. For John Schrag was chosen to be the symbol
and the bearer of the American community’s mistruast
and hawed of German-speaking pacifsis in the wnse
days of 1918,

John Schrag was a believer in those simple and dur-
able virtues which made Mennonites highly prived
citizens on the Kansas frontier. He was thirteen TEAS
old when his family emigrated from Volhynia, Russia.
to central Kansas in 1874 and he was i his teens wher
he helped his father build a grain mill on the banks
of the LnﬂL Arkansas River m Harver Counte® From
his father he learned the value of hard work. the love
of the seil. and the wisdem of carelul investment. From
the Mennoniwe f{aith and tradition he knew that God
zenerously rewards his  faithful Iaboring  servants.
Schrag’s 11se as a prosperous farmer with a large family
and extensive Jandhnldings was as nawral as the eco-
nomic and secial success of the Mennenite community
m the first decades after arrival in the new countsy,

The Mennonite role as outstanding and valuahle
citizen received an unforgetiable jolt when the Uniwed
States entered the World War in 1917, Te¢ suddenly
became a requirement of acceptable American eitzen-
ship to support the war and to hate Germany. The
Mennonites failed on both counis. They could not
support the war because their relicious [aith tausht
them nonresisiance. a doctrine whose pracucal CeNpIes-

ston was a claim for exemption from milllary service.
And they could net hate Germany because Mennonites
themselves were of German background who loved
the German lansuase and culmre as preserved in their
homes, schools, and churches. Their svmpathies in the
European war had been demonsirated in their collec-
tions of money for the Germnan Red Cross?® Aenno-
nites could not be acceprable cltizens n America during
the World War unless they gave up their German cnl-
ture and their doctrine of nonresistance.

The War Bond drives became the test of leval o=
izenship in the lecal community. Faced with alternagive
persuasion and intimidation by local Loyalty Leasues,
many ‘\I(‘Bﬁﬂﬂiie‘i reconciled their nonresistance with
the purchase of the honds, After all. reasoned Hemy
Peter Krehbiel, member of the Western Distric: Com-
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mitter on Exemptions, a war hn*ad i a kind of 1ax and
Jesus 1old ws to pay our iaxes,” But John Schras was
net convinced. To buy hnnds was to support the war
and he would not support the war. That was that

On November 11, 1318, a group of patriotic citivens
in Burrton. Kansas. decided that the time was ripe for
a showdown. “We was out 1o canvert these slackers
into pawiots” said one of them lawer.! Five carleads of
men drove eleven miles 1o the Schraz farm near the
Alta Mill to get Schrag to join the Armistice Day festiv-
ities in Burrton. Schrag's bovs, sensing trouble. refused
to say where their father was. but the Burrien men
leund him alter ransacking the farmswad and fercing
their way into the house. Schrag offered neither argu-
ment nor resistance. He went along in the hope that a
measure of coopmation wonld help aveld physical vio-
lence®

In Burrten a crowd quickly gathered as the cidzens
conivonted Schrag with their real reason for bringing
him 1o 1own. He wust buy war bonds new or face the
{ﬂﬂ'-‘-l‘L]llLi’!L{'L. Schrag alfered 1o coninbute two hundred
dollars 1o the Red Cross and the Salvatien Army,® bt
this was not sufficient. Thev demanded that he salute
the American ag and carry the flas at the head of a
parade through the wwn. But Schrag quictly and Armly
refused to cooperate, The flax thrust into his hand fell
i the ground. Someone shouted. “He siepped on ihe
flac?™ The crowd suddenly became an l'!'llll':x_(l mob.

They sprinkied and ponred vellow paint en their
victim. rubbing it into his scalp and beard until he
resembled “a big cheese or vellow squash or pumpkin
after the aunmmal ripening.™ They led him w the
city Jail. Semeone ran for a rope to hang him. but Ten
Roberts, the head of the Jocal Anti- Horse-Thiel Asso-
ciation, courageously stood before the jail door brand-
ishing 2 vun and savine. VI veu take this man out of
inil. you take him over my dead body.”
[rustrated. the mdlignant citizens made plans 1o return
that Wlu force the jail open, and hang this so-called
traitor. Meanwhile Hfhm_r: was placed in a chair on a
raised plativrm in the jail so p: f&us-b‘» could view e
humiliated man through the window in the jail door.
One repentant member of the mob larer testified 1o
Schrag's calimess throughout the erdeal. “I§ ever a
man looked ke Christ—he did. ™

Temporarily



Schrae was fAnally rescued from the DBurrton cru-
saders-for-American-demoecracy by the Harvey County
cheriff who came that evening te take him to the
county jail in Newton for cleaning and safe-keeping.
Before he was released. Sehrag was informed that he
was to he tried in court for vielatien of the BEspionage
Act. Tt was againse the law to desecrate the flag of the
United States.

Local newspaper accounts of the incident failed ta
defend the rights of the victim. The weekly Durrion
Graphic en November 1 saw in the event ““a pungent
and durable reminder that loyalty is a necessary pre-
requisite to life in this community. We must be all
Americans.”™® The Hutchinson News article said that
“a petidon is being circulated o have him ¢ Sehras’
deported to Germany, his native land. This coumtry is
fast hecomine an unhealthy place for Sslackers” of anv
kind 10 The Newton Evening Kaensan-Republican sus-
aested that if a federal court would find Schrag guilty.
“it would undoubtedly mean the confiscation of his
propertv and his deportation.™* QOn the week of the
hearing of the Schrag case in Wichita, the editor of
the Burrten Grephic listed “Some Thines Residents
of Burrton Should Be Thankful For™ In the list was
“That we as a people are more tolerant of others’
foibles. =

The case asainst Schrag was beard in the Wichtta
federal court rooms by T1LS. Commisstoner C. Shearman
on December &, Five Burtton citizens presented hitye
wpewritten pages of evidence te prove Schrag's dis-
lovalte and desecration of the fag. Schrag retained
the services of a lewish lawver named Schulz for his
defense. Commissioner Shearman took the case under
advizenent and promised the decision would he made
shortly.

The decision. handed down en December 24, was
that Schrae was not anilitv and should not he hound
aver for federal trial. But Commissioner Shearman did
say that “Sclnas could not have gone closer to a
violation of the espionace aet if he had had a hundred
lawvers at his side to advise him™ Selwag in face
had not willully desecrated the flag. Nothing in the
Fspicnage Act required one to salute the flag, and
Sehras’s words which supposedly slandered the llag
had heen spoken in German so that none af the monn-
lingual plandffs could prove any guilt.

The Newton Erentna Kansan-Re fudlican, frustrated
by the acquittal of this “bull-headed™ man, suzzested
that the case “should eeriainly make plain to anyv think-
ine person the viclousness that exists in the encouage-
ment of the German languaze as a means of commu-
nication in America. . . . The melting pot cannat
exercise its proper functions when such things are al-
lowed. .. %

The Alennonite newspapers in central Kamsas, -
timidated into silence. did net come te Schrag’s de-
fense nor did they o much as mendon the incident
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or the hearing as an irem of news. After the commis-
stoner’s decision., however, Editor G, B. Krebbiel of the
Hereld {Newton? wiote an editenial. “beb Power,”
which clearly referred o the Schras cose alihoush 3t
mentioned ne spectfie narpes or events. In cases of
mob violence, wrote Krehbiel, either the mob or the
abused person 15 guiley. If the court of justice decides
thae the victim is innocenc. the only conclusdon is that
the mob is guiltv. Readers were to make their vwn
applicadons.'™

Schrag’s attarney enccuraged him to hring charges
asainst his persecutors. but Schraz declined. Such an
zetion wonld have vielated the Mennonite principles of
nonresistance. But the nonresistant German-Mennonites
had no scruples against cluopinr an ecenomic boveoit
on the town of Burrton in the months alier the Schrag
affair®® The boyeow was not organized syscematically
hut it was ellective in distupting the rade of Burrten
busmessmen who were dependent upon the commerve
of German-Mennonite farmers. The legacy of tension
and hawed generated by the event would he remem-
bered for decades to eome.

The expertence of the Mennonites m Werld War 1
hardly had a saluwary effect en the processes ol the
American melung pot. The AMennenites were diven to
w defensive retrenclunent. to a renewed awarencss of
thetr distinctiveness as AMennonttes, in the years after
the war. Altheuch they gradually abandoned their
German lanwuage and some German ecultural wrais.
the war experiences forced them to 2 reconstleration
and reaffinmavien of the doctrine of nonvesistance. And
as long as Mennonites held te that doctrine. they would
be a thom in the fesh of American mationalistz. The
witness of John Schrag, and of eder Mennouites who
refused to compremise their doctiine of nomresistance
during wartime, could serve as a reminder of the Ana-
baptist heritage of steadfastness o the [ace of perse-
cution.
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