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4 GENTLEMEN BOOTLEGGERS

the most respected Prohibition agent in the state. Born in Audubon 
County, just south of Carroll County, he was familiar with the area.

The still for which Wilson arrested Irlbeck a few months before 
his June court date was one of the largest producing Templeton 
rye. It was located on the land of one of Irlbeck’s many partners, a 
struggling farmer named Frank Neppl. The rent Neppl earned, fifty 
cents for every gallon of Templeton rye produced, was supposed 
to buy not just a safe place to run the still but also the promise 
that if the farm was ever raided Neppl would take the blame and 
not implicate Irlbeck. For years that policy had frustrated Wilson’s 
many attempts to bust Templeton’s bootleggers. But this time, he’d 
caught a break: he’d found Irlbeck at the still site. The case seemed 
unbeatable.

The June 16 hearing was just a grand jury investigation to 
determine whether there was enough evidence for an indictment. 
As a result, Irlbeck was not allowed to attend. Instead he eaves-
dropped from outside the federal courthouse, listening from inside 
his car as the prosecutor’s voice drifted down from the second- 
story courtroom through a window someone had opened to ease 

Aerial view of Templeton looking southwest in 1910. The town’s late-Prohibition-era 
population of 428 would be its highest. Courtesy of Elaine Schwaller
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18 GENTLEMEN BOOTLEGGERS

their sins, nor did he refrain from describing in stark terms the hell 
that awaited the unconverted. Over the course of his career, he was 
estimated to have preached to a stunning one hundred million peo-
ple. The number he brought into the Christian fold was reliably a 
source of amazement, as was the 1,118 he converted in Fairfield. 
Many of those, in that already religious town, were thought by the 
local clergy to be eternal heathens. Sunday’s revivals were free. At 

To the Reverend Billy Sunday (left), alcohol was nothing other than “double distilled 
liquid damnation.” Despite his troubled Iowa childhood, he became one of its 
leading foes as America’s most famous evangelist of the era. In his sermons before 
packed tabernacles, he thrilled his audiences with energetic onstage antics. Here he 
demonstrates at a visit to the White House. Courtesy of Library of Congress
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26 GENTLEMEN BOOTLEGGERS

Republican William Lloyd Harding, a political chameleon, fleshy 
faced with matted hair, and one of the most adept extemporaneous 
speakers of the era, issued a decree banning the speaking of any 
language other than English in all schools, public or private, on 
the telephone, in all public places, and in all public speeches—even 
church services. Regarding the last restriction, he suggested those 
who could not understand English could pray at home. As for 
what they were to do if they needed to make an urgent phone call 
or ask a train conductor a question, he offered no advice. Though 
Harding’s Babel Proclamation, as it came to be called, was widely 
considered unconstitutional, it held throughout the war and was 
used as the basis to punish several German-Americans.

Meanwhile, across the nation, patriots were working hard to 
purge as many references to Germany from the English language 
as possible. Supervisors in Keokuk County, in southeastern Iowa, 
changed the name of a township from “German” to “Plank,” in 
honor of a local boy killed while fighting in France. The German 

“Fear,” said the country’s chief 
propagandist, George Creel, 
“is a rather important element 
to be bred into the civilian 
population.” To do so Creel and his 
counterparts at other government 
agencies produced copious 
literature casting the Germans as 
inhuman and bloodthirsty and hell-
bent on not just defeating the Allies 
in Europe but crossing the Atlantic 
and pillaging America as well. 
“Hun,” as used in this poster, was 
one of their prized watchwords.  
Courtesy of Library of Congress
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47Steady Gaze

had been running a lucrative business selling moonshine to his 
friends at barn dances held in northern Audubon County.

Wilson learned of Hagedorn’s business from a few of the boot-
legger’s more loose-lipped customers, and the allegations were 
confirmed when he raided the Hagedorn farm on the afternoon 
of Friday, September 26, and found three quarts of whiskey. At 
less than a gallon, the haul was minuscule—a little more than a 
few nips for a small party. Because of its size Wilson suspected 
he hadn’t pinched a big-time bootlegger. Hagedorn was clearly 
buying from someone else—someone whom Wilson suspected of 
being responsible for much of the booze sloshing around the area. 
And Wilson was determined to dry up his jurisdiction.

Almost immediately after being arrested Hagedorn pleaded 
guilty. Hagedorn lived in Lincoln Township, where the Reverend 

Law enforcement agent Benjamin Franklin 
Wilson. Wilson’s life was as transformed by 
the Eighteenth Amendment as that of Joe 

Irlbeck. Born in Audubon County, Iowa, just 
a few miles south of Templeton, he became 

one of the state’s most respected federal 
Prohibition agents. He’d remain in liquor 

law enforcement his whole life, eventually 
becoming the top alcohol officer in Iowa. 

Courtesy of National Archives, St. Louis, Missouri
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57Anyplace but the Rectory

Irlbeck’s experience was no different from that of count-
less other Americans that summer who experienced what was, 
depending on a person’s sense of adventure and the character of 
the local petty-criminal class, the thrill or terror of buying from 
a bootlegger for the first time. Among the many shocks drinkers 
experienced when alcohol went underground was a magnificent, 

Joe Irlbeck in 1935. From a German Catholic family, he built the Templeton rye 
bootlegging operation that ran stills throughout Carroll County and produced a whiskey 
that became renowned all over the Midwest. Courtesy of Elaine Schwaller
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80 GENTLEMEN BOOTLEGGERS

luxury goods, with a specialty in watchmaking, whose fortune 
could only increase if his neighbors’ did. The sole clue to the rea-
son for his dissension was his last name, his heritage. He wasn’t 
German. Vermeule’s mother was born in Sweden and his father in 

Town jeweler Henry F. Vermeule was one of the few Templeton citizens to object 
to bootlegging, and he was so opposed to it that he twice wrote letters (including 
this page of the second one he sent, on April 26, 1920) to the US attorney general 
naming dozens of neighbors he thought should be arrested. Courtesy of National Archives, 

College Park, Maryland
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82 GENTLEMEN BOOTLEGGERS

mash that couldn’t be moved in time was dumped on the ground 
or poured into the gutter. The revenuers returned to headquarters 
almost empty-handed.

Word of the raid reached Vermeule as well—in fact, he was 
likely one of the first to know of it, as his office was in the same 
building as Greteman’s switchboard. Though the news disap-
pointed him, the defeat didn’t weaken his resolve to fight the boot-
leggers around him, nor did it make him lose faith in the federal 
government’s ability to deal with them.

A few days later, he shot off another letter to the attorney gen-
eral. “Honorable Sir—Twenty-one stills were in operation here 
and several hundred gallons of moonshine were on hand at the 
time of the last raid. It will take at least five good men to handle 
this bunch of outlaws and carry out a successful raid. Would like 
to see you bag this bunch of birds, as all have the money to pay. 

Left to right: Otto Greteman, Barbara (Reicher) Heitman, Coletta (Greteman) 
Reicher, Mayme Albers, Rose Greteman, and Florence (Reicher) Fox in 1914 at 
the Templeton Telephone Office owned by Frank Greteman. The phone network 
functioned as a warning system to bootleggers when federal Prohibition agents came to 
town. Courtesy of Elaine Schwaller
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90 GENTLEMEN BOOTLEGGERS

But the steadfast support that Janssen and his lax attitude 
toward liquor earned from Carroll’s citizens wasn’t entirely a 
byproduct of their dislike of the Eighteenth Amendment. It also 
stemmed from their recognition that illicit booze was now vital 
to their local economy. If bootlegging had started out as simply 
a way to ensure a supply of good booze for local use, it had, by 
the country’s second dry year, taken on a far more important role: 
increasingly it was the only way many rural families could earn 
enough money to pay their mortgages and feed their large families.

Every year for at least the previous two decades, the president of 
the Iowa Department of Agriculture had published the address he 

Republican Iowa senator and notorious dry Smith Wildman Brookhart so rankled his 
fellow legislators with his numerous proposals to toughen Prohibition and his constant 
chastisement against drinking in the Capitol that one of them inserted a limerick about 
him into the Congressional Record. It read: “I come from way out in Iowa / The home 
of corn and many an art, / Where bootleggin’s so bad / It makes all of us sad / That 
everyone knows it but BROOKHART.” Courtesy of Library of Congress
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95This Nefarious Business

The Klan reached Iowa in 1920, but didn’t really take off until 
after it launched an aggressive membership drive in 1923. Recruit-
ers that year fanned out across the state, extolling the Klan, stress-
ing to people the threats to American values all around them, and 
collecting their ten-dollar initiation fee. Soon the club claimed 
nearly one hundred thousand members in dozens of klaverns 
throughout the state. Though their members’ activities varied from 
hosting Fourth of July celebrations and parades to campaigning 
for increased funding for schools, which the Klan considered one 
of the most important local institutions, the most visible were the 
actions they carried out while hidden behind the white robe.

One Klan member in the small town of Marathon, Iowa, eighty 
miles north of Templeton, wrote to his girlfriend, who was in the 

A Ku Klux Klan rally in 1924 in Cherokee, Iowa, eighty miles northwest of Templeton. 
The resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan in the early-to-mid 1920s spread throughout Iowa 
and the Midwest. Instead of targeting blacks, this KKK movement went after Catholics 
and immigrants and also sought to enforce the liquor laws, employing vigilantism if 
necessary. Courtesy of Cherokee Area Archives
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103Storming Eden

a grocer, a lawyer, Templeton’s postmaster, an insurance agent, 
and an auctioneer. More generally he was a mild rabble-rouser, 
quick-witted, clever, tenacious, and a bit strong-headed. 

It was in late November 1876, when he was only nineteen, 
that Schwaller expressed the first and last of these qualities dra-
matically. Shortly after midnight at a saloon operating in the tiny 
settlement of Hillsdale—which had popped up on the map just a 
few years before, had almost been wiped out the prior autumn in 
a massive hailstorm, and would come to reach the height of its 
population, about fifty souls, a decade or so later—Schwaller was 
yearning for a turn on the floor at a dance held by the German- 
Americans who comprised nearly the entire population of the 
area. However, either it was not his turn yet or he hadn’t paid 
for the dance, and when he tried to walk out into the ballroom, 
the floor manager asked him to leave. At first he refused, then he 
and the floor manager started arguing and fighting and drawing 
other attendees into the fray. Eventually the fight spilled outside 
and Schwaller pulled out a revolver. First he fired into the air, hit-
ting no one, but the argument continued and again he fired, this 
time blowing off a bystander’s thumb. After the second shot, a 
twenty-one-year-old man named Frank Hoelker tried to wrestle 

V. C. Schwaller and his son John in 1905. Both men would become important 
Templeton rye bootleggers. Courtesy of Elaine Schwaller
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126 GENTLEMEN BOOTLEGGERS

defendants table sat Will Heires, a thirty-one-year-old Breda man, 
whose father was from Germany and mother from Kentucky. 
From all over Carroll County people came to watch the drama of 
the county court’s first major bootlegging trial, to hear the gov-
ernment’s accusations against one of their neighbors, and to hear 
the rhetoric of Heires’s highly regarded defense lawyers: the team 
of William C. Saul and his son William I. Saul, who had left the 
post of Carroll’s county attorney after prosecuting V. C. Schwaller 
to take up the job of defending its bootleggers (the Jefferson Bee 
was on to something, after all). But mostly the crowd seemed to be 
there to cheer on Heires.

Over the next day and a half, McCord’s gavel continued to ring 
out frequently, a staccato warning to what was one of the largest 
crowds to ever attend a court case held in Carroll County. With 
each tap, he was admonishing spectators that it was unacceptable 
to applaud all the points made by the two Sauls. It was of little use.

The Carroll County Courthouse, where the first big bootlegging case in the county was 
tried a full five years after the start of Prohibition. Sympathy for the bootleggers was so 
widespread in Carroll County that prosecutors tried nearly all their cases in the federal 
court in Fort Dodge, Iowa, seventy-five miles northeast of Templeton. Courtesy of the Carroll 

Historical Society
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145Closing In on the Golden Goose

(they honeymooned in Kentucky’s bourbon country); and John 
Bierl, who had been Templeton’s mayor from 1922 to 1928.

Unusually, Wilson decided to let the cases proceed against the 
bootleggers in county court, under state laws. But this time, he 
didn’t have to worry about a jury nullifying the law: each of 
the men pleaded guilty. Judge R. L. McCord, who’d presided 
over the failed trial against Will Heires, assessed them a fine far 
harsher than usual—$400—and sentenced each of them to three 
months in jail.

Though the sentences were tougher than those typically given 
to Templeton’s bootleggers, they could’ve been a lot worse. A 
few days before, President Calvin Coolidge, in one of his last acts 
before turning over the Oval Office to Herbert Hoover, had signed 

Lauretta Irlbeck in 1929, 
the year she married 

Templeton rye kingpin 
Joe Irlbeck. Her father 

was grocer and telephone-
system operator  

Frank Greteman.  
Courtesy of Elaine Schwaller
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148 GENTLEMEN BOOTLEGGERS

But bootlegging not only helped people in Templeton save their 
farms, it also allowed them to live in some semblance of the mate-
rial abundance enjoyed by the better-off dwellers in the country’s 
economically booming cities. With liquor money, their lives could 
be enriched by music from a new phonograph or eased with the 
help of a washing machine, while their children could have a few 
cents to buy candy and enough to get new shoes for school. What 
people really aspired to own in Iowa in the 1920s, however, was a 
new car—and it was to that item that many Carroll County boot-
leggers directed much of their earnings. Car culture was taking 

Monsignor F. H. Huesmann standing with his dog on the steps of the Sacred Heart 
Church rectory with an assistant priest. Huesmann not only gave Templeton rye’s 
production his doctrinal blessing, he promoted the product by passing out samples and 
even permitted a small still to be housed in the church basement. Courtesy of Elaine Schwaller
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With the Depression ravaging the Treasury, President Hoover had 
been forced to cut more than a half million dollars from the Pro-
hibition Bureau, which, as the country increasingly turned against 
the Eighteenth Amendment, was only becoming more despised by 
the day.

Search warrant in hand, Wilson and Burris returned to Neppl’s 
farm the following night with a force built to show that the bureau 
still had some power. Moonlight crested and the air temperature 
receded to fourteen degrees. March 4 was the coldest night in 
nearly three weeks. At 11:35 pm Wilson and Burris turned off the 
road north of Neppl’s farm and started down his driveway, toward 
the hog house. 

There would be no crawling through fields for this visit. The 
two officers were accompanied by Prohibition agents R. R. Lub-
bers from Sioux City, Oscar Hanson from Dubuque, and George 
C. Parsons, Iowa’s Northern District deputy Prohibition adminis-
trator, based in Fort Dodge. The federal men also brought along 
Carroll County sheriff Frank Buchheit, for a little local authority.

The carload of Prohibition agents drove past Neppl’s house 
without stopping and parked in front of the hog house. On top 
of the building, at the ridge formed by its slanting roof and its 

Federal Prohibition agent F. H. Burris. 
Originally from Wisconsin, he assisted B. F. 
Wilson in many of his raids. He was castigated 
by the police chief of the sopping-wet city of 
Sioux City for being “too serious about liquor 
violations.” Courtesy of National Archives, St. Louis, Missouri
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163Wilson Gets the Beck

Perhaps one of them had placed an order that Irlbeck needed to go 
to Neppl’s to fulfill. Regardless, with Neppl and Irlbeck in custody 
and the agents convinced the driver had gotten away, they finally 
began to deal with all their evidence.

Meanwhile, Smith sped into town. He didn’t stop until he 
reached the Irlbeck house. He parked, then ran up to the Irlbecks’ 
bedroom window, where Lauretta, Irlbeck’s wife, was asleep 
inside, and started knocking on the pane. “Get up, get up and 
come to the back door,” he said, his voice weak and shaky.

“Who got him? Who got him?” Lauretta asked.
“I don’t know but my guess is that it was the federal men,” 

Smith replied through sobs.
Not long after, the word shot around Templeton: “They got 

the Beck.”

After B. F. Wilson raided the farm of Frank Neppl, capturing two 250-gallon stills, 
5,500 gallons of mash, and Joe Irlbeck, the still’s owner, the Des Moines Tribune-
Capital printed a photo of the raid along with an optimistic boast. Copyright Des Moines 

Register and Tribune Company; used with permission
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Neppl—to pay all legal costs. Less than a month later the bonds 
secured by Reynolds’s check were replaced with personal bonds 
cosigned by Irlbeck and Templeton mayor Dr. Otis P. Morgan-
thaler. If federal agents didn’t already suspect that Morganthaler, 
one of the town’s most successful and beloved men, was involved 
with the liquor racket, they soon would.

Neither Irlbeck nor Neppl were allowed in the courtroom on 
June 16—the grand jury hearing was, as a rule, closed to the defen-
dants. But Irlbeck’s lawyers were crafty, and some of the most 
experienced in Iowa. In addition to Reynolds, who was Carroll’s 
former county attorney and a prominent Republican, Irlbeck was 
also represented by the accomplished Louis H. Salinger, another 

Templeton doctor Otis P. Morganthaler, the town’s mayor during Templeton rye’s most 
active years, in the late 1920s through the end of Prohibition. He ordered the town’s 
water supply turned on at midnight so bootleggers could fill up their mash tanks and run 
their stills. He also helped bail out his constituents when they were arrested by the feds. 
Courtesy of the Carroll Historical Society
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177Upheaval

Des Moines, one of whom was named Clarence Campbell. Their 
mandate was clear: either return with the liquor or return with the 
money to pay for it.

When the two Chicago men arrived in Des Moines, they enlisted 
the help of Sonderleiter, who told them he suspected the culprits 
were two “widely known” local bootleggers: Jimmy Dickerson 
and Jack Harris, both of whom the Tribune-Capital said had “a 
reputation of being ‘square shooters’” and were “extremely popu-
lar among local bootleggers.” Opinion on the street was that Har-
ris and Dickerson were innocent. But that didn’t stop Sonderleiter 
and his Chicago accomplices. 

On Friday night, the three dressed up as federal Prohibi-
tion agents, went out to Dickerson’s house in one of the city’s 

Despite being the well-known chief bootlegger of Des Moines, Kenneth Sonderleiter, 
who regularly brought truckloads of Templeton rye to the capital, managed to mostly stay 
out of legal trouble. Even when a dispute over a missing shipment of booze turned into a 
violent public sensation, he avoided conviction on his apparent crimes. Copyright Des Moines 

Register and Tribune Company; used with permission
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are born and reared in Templeton, so that they may not carry on 
the work.” The subtext of the Monitor’s column was, of course, 
that wiping out Templeton would hardly do anything to put an 
end to the rampant Volstead Act violations—the real problem 
was, as it always had been, demand. But it couldn’t come out and 
say that.

After the harsh backlash, Templeton residents started claiming 
the Little Brown Jug had been put up purely in jest—a response to 
all of what they characterized as false rumors floating around the 
state that Templeton was a bastion of bootlegging. “If a bootleg-
ger from the western part of Iowa is arrested anywhere, the report 
is: It was found in his possession so many gallons of ‘Templeton 
Rye,’ whether it’s ‘Rhubarb hootch’ or whether the fellow arrested 

The town of Templeton celebrated Christmas 1931 by stringing up a cutout of a little 
brown jug of the sort in which they often sold their whiskey in as a decoration over 
Main Street. After an image of the provocative display was printed in the Des Moines 
Register, outraged drys throughout Iowa called on officers to finally rout Templeton’s 
bootleggers; mostly, though, the brouhaha served to spread word of Templeton rye even 
farther. Copyright Des Moines Register and Tribune Company; used with permission
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