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Through stories of a sod house, an Easter
tornado, a devastating fire and the Great
Depression, this is the journey of the parents
and grandparents of Helen and Rose
Petersen Kruse. It encompasses
homesteading in Nebraska in 1865, carving
out a piece of their land to create the
German Cemetery and the eventual fate of
the fields they called the Walnut Grove
Farm.

Walnut Grove Farm

When brothers Henry and Chris Kruse married sisters
Helen and Rose Petersen, the Kruse family roots began
to reach into the Washington County farmland that had
been homesteaded by Helen and Rose’s great-grandfather
and his sons. The Petersens, and before them, the Lamps,
traced their arrival in Nebraska even farther back than
Henry and Chris’s father, Wilhelm.
It was in Richland Township of Washington County,
Nebraska that the lives of the Lamp and Petersen families
would intersect. Claus Lamp had been born in Germany
in 1846 and later came to America with his brothers,
sisters and parents. As their ship was being towed into
New York harbor, the person who came on board to help
secure the ship told them that President Abraham Lincoln
had just been assassinated. The day was April 14, 1865.
Claus’s parents, Heinrich and Cecilia Lage Lamp, had
been born in Germany in 1810. They had five other
children who came at the same time: Marx, born 1841;
Margaretha, born 1846; Hans, born 1849; Lena, born
1851; and Katherina, born 1854. Heinrich, Claus, Marx
and Hans each homesteaded 160 acres of adjoining
ground. They had to raise seven crops before they got
their title in December of 1871. It was signed by President
Ulysses S. Grant.
In 1867, Hans Lamp left for Grand Island, Nebraska to
work on the Union Pacific Railroad until the project was

completed. He was present in Ogden, Utah on May 10,
1869 when the golden spike was driven connecting the
Union Pacific and the Central Pacific railroads. He returned
to Nebraska and was elected to the legislature 1891. He
died at Clarkson Hospital in Omaha on February 12, 1919.
Claus Lamp’s sister, Katherina, married P.H. Suverkrubbe
in 1873 and had eleven children. The third child, Julius,
was born in 1877 and married Anna. They had a son
named Walt who moved to California. When Walt was left
to raise a young daughter by himself, Julius and Anna
moved to California to help raise Joan. Henry and Helen
Kruse lived next to Julius and Anna for a few years in
Bennington around 1935. They also took several trips to
California to visit them. Both Henry and Chris’s families
called them “Grandpa and Grandma Suverkrubbe” even
though they were technically cousins.

Claus married Marie Schroeder in 1875, and in 1877 their
only child, Meta, was born. Marie had been born in
Germany in 1856 and came to America in 1873 with her
parents, Christopher Schroeder and Katharina Kay, as
well as seven brothers and sisters. Her sister, Wilhelmine
Caroline (Lena) Schroeder had been born in 1866 and
married John Busch in 1886. In 1941, Chris and Rose
Petersen Kruse would purchase their home in Omaha from
Aunt Lena Busch.
When the Lamps first arrived in 1865, they built a sod
house that went back into the hill as a cave. Elmer Wulf,
who purchased the farm in 1941, indicated that the cave
was still there until the 1990s when it collapsed. There is
now only a small depression in the soil. The cave was
located in section 24 diagonally across the intersection
from where the house and other farm buildings were
eventually built. Marie Schroeder Lamp once found a
rattlesnake on the bed in the sod house and came out
understandably upset. Her mother-in-law, Cecelia Lamp,
simply went in, picked it up in her apron and threw it
outside wondering what all the fuss was about.
In 1878 and 1879, Claus Lamp’s parents, Heinrich and
Cecilia, died and were buried in Fort Calhoun, Nebraska.
Shortly after, in 1882, it was decided that a cemetery was
needed to serve the community. In 1883, some neighbors
met at the German Hall, which had been built in 1876, and
elected Claus Lamp as the first president of the German
Cemetery Association. Claus agreed to sell four acres of
his homestead for $200 to serve as the site of the
cemetery. In 1885, the by-laws were adopted including the
statement: “The meetings shall be conducted in the
German Language but at burials there shall be no
diﬀerences or exception as to Language, Religion or Race,
as long as they pay the dues.” The annual dues were $1
per lot.

The earliest known connection between the Lamps and
the Kruses occurred in 1901 when Wilhelm Kruse
purchased a cemetery plot from Claus Lamp for his
daughter who died in a cooking accident.

In 1897, Meta married Peter Petersen. Pete was born in
Douglas County, Nebraska in 1874, but his father, Paul
Petersen, had come to America in 1865. Settling first in
Clinton County, Iowa, they then moved to Nebraska. About
1869, he married Juliana Paarmann and had eleven
children. In 1892, Paul died when he was thrown from a
buggy on the way home from Omaha. His daughter, Marie,
was eleven at the time and was injured in the same
accident. They were within two miles of home when the
wheel of his wagon dropped into a rut, throwing them to
the ground and breaking his neck.
Paul’s brother, Nickols Petersen, was the father of
Peter C. Petersen who married his cousin, Maggie
Petersen. Nickols came to the U.S. in 1865. Going first to
Clinton County, Iowa, he then moved to Richland
Township of Washington County, Nebraska before settling
in Bennington, Nebraska and running a meat market.
Nickols married Margaretha Rathjens while in Iowa. They
had six children: Peter C., C. Henry, Catherine (married
John Misfeldt), John (ran the garage in Bennington),
William, and Emma (Johnson). Peter C. and Maggie took
over the meat market in Bennington from his father and
lived there for many years. They were close friends of
Henry and Helen Petersen Kruse as well as Chris and
Rose Kruse. Pete and Maggie’s son, Clarence Petersen,
who moved to California, often visited Helen and Rose
while enjoying the horse races at Aksarben in Omaha.

In 1898, Peter and Meta’s first child, Walter Claus, was
born. Josephine Marie was born in 1900, Rose Juliana in
1906, and Helen Caroline in 1908. Claus Lamp died in
1910, and Pete took over running the farm although Marie
kept the title to the land until her death in 1932. In 1911, a
noted Omaha photographer, Louis Bostwick,
photographed the family around the Lamp–Petersen
home. Bostwick’s photographs are now a part of the
Durham Museum collection in Omaha. Around this time,
Pete gave the name Walnut Grove Farm to the homestead.
In 1910, the Nebraska Legislature enacted a law allowing
for the registration of names for farms, and Pete was one
of the first to complete the registration.

When the Lamp–Petersen home was hit by a tornado on
March 23, 1913, the family had little warning. The tornado
traveled in a northeasterly direction having already
destroyed several farm places in Douglas County on this
Easter Sunday. The family rushed into the cave at the last
minute before it struck. When they came out, the house had
been moved partly oﬀ the foundation, all but one of the
outbuildings had been destroyed, and the chickens were on
the other forty acres, alive but without their feathers. In
spite of the extensive damage, a lit lantern inside the
house was sitting on the table, still burning. Pete’s gold
watch, which had been in the house, was found outside in
the cherry tree. The horse barn, with eight horses inside,
had been picked up and dropped onto the horses. Pete
crawled in and made enough of a path that the horses
were able to scratch their way out like dogs, and all but
one survived.

In 1963, on the 50th anniversary of the tornado, students
from the Dornacker School, which had been damaged in
the storm, interviewed people who had lived through the
experience. Josie Petersen Rasmussen, told about the
day. “It was a warm and hazy day. The air was muggy;
cement sidewalks and cellar walls were dripping with
moisture, and there was an uneasy feeling as the storm
was brewing. It struck about 5:45 p.m. We had just started
to eat our supper when it got very dark and started to rain
and hail. My mother looked out of the southwest and said,
‘The sky is so red it looks like we’ll have a terrible storm.’
My dad took one look and said, ‘Run for the cave.’ I think
it was the command in his voice because no one
hesitated. We all ran but my grandmother. She wanted to
put a scarf on her head, but my dad picked her up and
carried her to the cave. He had just closed the door when
things started crashing. It didn’t last long, but there was a
terrible roar and such a pressure! When we came out of
the cave, all was quiet, but it was a terrible sight! Chickens
and pigeons were stripped of feathers. Trees uprooted,
and fences were down. All the windows were broken in the
house except one. Shingles were torn oﬀ the roof. It did
many strange things. Window shades were hanging on
lamp hooks. Our supper was all piled in a mess on the
floor. Mud and straw were driven into the plaster of the
walls. We had a pitcher of water on the table, and the
storm carried it into another room, set it on the floor, and
the water was still in it. It got dark very quickly after that,
but some of the neighbors came on foot to see how we
were. The next morning we had a heavy snow. Later we
heard that there were several other tornadoes, one of
which struck Omaha doing serious damage.”
They lived in the damaged house for two years before
building the large house in 1915 that would eventually burn
down. While the new house was being built, the family
lived in the corncrib—the only building to survive the
tornado.

The new barn built in 1913 (Elmer Wulf said it was still as
straight as the day it was made) was intended for barn
dances. There is a normal stairway to the loft, and the loft
floor is made of polished wood rather than typical rough
barn lumber. By the 1930s, they only used it for storing
hay. The painted sign on the front of the barn that read “P.
Petersen, Walnut Grove Farm” was still there in 1942. The
Wulfs repainted the building shortly thereafter.
Peter and Meta’s eldest daughter, Josie, married Lars
Rasmussen in 1919. They had one daughter, Lorraine
(Frahm), in 1921. Lars died in 1969, and Josie died in
1980. In 1920, Walter, who was engaged to Lena Kruse of
Blair, eventually died of injuries he received in a fall from a
horse several years earlier. Lena remained living in Blair
and never married.
Around 1924, a new tragedy would strike. A fire broke out
in the house that was less than ten years old. It started in
an upper corner of the attic. Meta woke up about 7:00 in
the morning and heard something that she thought might
be birds in the attic; but the sound was strange, so she
went out to investigate. When the family saw the fire, they
called the party line emergency ring, and the neighbors
came to help get the possessions out of the house. It
burned slowly enough that everything was removed while
it burned except the furnace. Even the plumbing fixtures
were saved.
The Petersens (under the Lamp influence) were very
meticulous. Even as their house was burning down and
people were trying to carry out their possessions, Meta
Lamp Petersen told them to be careful removing the piano
because they might make marks on the floor.

The replacement house after the fire was much smaller.
The new foundation was constructed inside the old one,
and dirt was filled in around it to cover the old blocks. The
neighbors chipped in to help haul the material from
Bennington. Twelve horse-drawn wagons went to town to
get the blocks and lumber, and then ten of them went
back for the rest of the supplies. Bill Glandt was hired to
build the house and checked each wagon as it arrived.
Chris Kruse worked for Bill Glandt, helping with the
construction, and met Rose at that time.
In many ways, the Petersen home built after the fire was
twenty years ahead of its time. Not only did it have indoor
plumbing, but it included a bathroom on the second floor.
It even had all oak woodwork. There was an electric power
plant run by a gasoline generator, and 16 large batteries
were kept in the basement for the 32-volt system. (Public
power lines weren’t installed until 1942. It was one of the
first rural houses to have electric lines run to it because the
Wulfs had an automated milking operation.) There was
also a door in the kitchen by the table that opened to an
icebox. Pete kept his liquor there along with the
perishables. A larger portion of the icebox was accessible
from the other side of the wall. While the house was being
built, the family again lived in the corncrib. A bracket still
hangs on the wall where they hung their lamp. In the
basement of the current house there is a square on the
floor that seems to have been the base for a dumbwaiter in
the larger home that preceded it.
In 1920, Marie Lamp gave 30 acres each to Helen and
Rose because she didn’t want all of the land to go to her
son-in-law Pete. She was afraid he might lose it (which he
eventually did). Josie had already received 40 acres at the
time of her marriage the year before. Walter also received
40 acres shortly before his death.

Chris and Rose were married in 1926. In 1928, they built a
house ordered from the Sears catalog on the 30 acres of land
that had been given to Rose by her grandmother, across the
road from the homestead. They had two daughters: Lois
(Martens) and Janice (Reimer). Rose died in 1983 from
emphysema, and Chris died in 1991 of a heart attack.
Pete was known as a very kind and generous person who
didn’t have the best sense for business. He was also known
as one of the few people who was friendly to the gypsies,
allowing them to stay in the grove of walnut trees north of
the house. Josie remembered that one time when she was
very young, the gypsies arrived asking for food. Her mother
went into the house to get them something but picked up
Josie and took her along, telling her she was afraid the
gypsies might take her.
The water supply for the plumbing came from a 40-footdeep well on Pete’s place, but the water was pumped
across the county road to a supply tank up the hill by Chris
and Rose’s house. It was then piped back to the farm with
excellent water pressure. When Chris and Rose built the
Sears house, the same tank supplied their water as well.
Later the county wanted to cut down the road to improve it,
so Pete and Clarence Schneekloth had to dig a ten-footdeep trench by hand across the road to lower the pipes.
When Clarence asked Pete why they didn’t get Chris and
Henry out there to help, he replied that they never showed
up when there was work to do.
The family frequently had people come to visit, and their
large house was often used for guests. Whenever people
came by the road and stopped to talk, Pete would tell them
to come in and have dinner with them. Pete was known as a
good worker, but he did always have a couple of hired men
around. He also enjoyed going to town every Saturday to
play cards no matter what else needed doing.

Birthday parties were another important part of the family’s
social routine. The parties usually started at noon and went
on until midnight. A baseball game was often part of the
entertainment, and they drank beer that Pete himself had
made.
Pete had a team of horses that only had one eye between
them. One was blind in both eyes and the other in one.
They were named Fanny and Fly. Don Kruse remembered
coming out and picking corn with them. One time when
Pete’s handyman was across the road helping Chris Kruse
put hay in the barn, the horses pulling the lift balked and
wouldn’t move. Pete came around the side of the barn and
hollered at them in German. They took oﬀ immediately!
Even into the 1930s, Pete would usually speak in German
to those who understood it.
Only months before the beginning of the Great
Depression, Helen married Henry Kruse in 1929. They
would have three sons: Donald Henry, William Walter and
James Lee. Helen died of cancer in 1960, and Henry died
of a heart attack in 1987.
Marie Lamp gave each of her three granddaughters a
piano. Josie’s daughter, Lorraine Frahm, still had hers.
Rose’s daughter, Jan Reimer, kept hers. But Helen didn’t
like the big style, so she sold hers and bought the spinet
that her son, Jym Kruse, moved to his family’s home.
Henry and Helen lived with Pete and Meta for a short time
while looking for a place to rent just before Henry’s
mother, Abel Kruse, died. They had been living with Abel
but had to move because of her illness. During that time,
Henry and Helen were going to a dance at the German
Hall. Their Model A got stuck in the mud, and Helen was
upset (in typical Petersen fashion) that Henry had gotten
his good suit all dirty.

Meta had a stroke and eventually died on the farm about three weeks later in 1940. Don Kruse was only six at the time and
remembered Grandpa walking down the hallway with tears in his eyes. Later that same year, Lars and Josie’s daughter, Lorraine,
was married. An argument at the wedding, apparently over German-Danish issues, led to an eleven-year period of time when
Josie was not allowed to speak to Helen or Rose. Pete evidently didn’t get along well with Lars. One time when Lars and Josie
had come to Pete and Meta’s, Lars was sitting out in the car and wouldn’t come in. Pete went out and grabbed him by the
shoulders and dragged him into the house.

Shortly after Meta’s death, Chris made a bedroom for Pete
in their house across the road. Pete moved in with them in
1940 and was forced to put the farm up for sale. Fred Puls
rented the place until it sold to the Wulfs. It had been on
the market for a time since no one had money to purchase
it during the Depression. Pete sold it for $11,800 but owed
the hired man (Victor Peters) back wages. He ended up
with only $1,500 for the whole place. (In 1991, the Wulfs
sold the 5 1/2 acres with the buildings for $100,000.)
In 1941, Pete moved to Omaha with Chris and Rose. When
he first moved oﬀ the homestead, Pete had left some
pictures and a sewing machine in the attic of the old
house. In the summer of 1942, he stayed the night with the
Wulfs in his former bedroom on the northwest corner of
the house. He spent the next morning throwing
photographs, with their beautiful frames, out the upstairs
window and then put them in a pile and burned them.
In a matter of a few months, his wife had died, his
children’s families had stopped speaking to each other,
and he had been forced to sell the family farm for a
pittance, 75 years after it had been homesteaded.
Pete died in 1951 while visiting Lars and Josie. Don Kruse
had dropped him at Herman Kruse’s filling station in
Bennington since they didn’t have any direct contact with
Lars at the time. Pete would play Schafkopf with his
cronies at the pool hall and wait for Lars to pick him up. A
day or two later, Pete had come home from a birthday
party, and Josie asked if he wanted a cup of coﬀee. He
said he was just going to take oﬀ his sweater first and
went to his room. They heard a noise and found that he
had collapsed and died. It was January 26, 1951.

Because of his death, Lars and Josie needed to call Helen
and Rose; and after the funeral, the family again started
speaking to one another. Rose always claimed that Pete
had died there on purpose to bring the family back
together again.
❖
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Jym is the great-grandson of Claus and Marie
Lamp and the son of Henry and Helen Kruse.
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